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Abstract 
Despite reducing the poverty rate from 24 percent at the height of the economic crisis 
of 1997-8, to under 10 percent in 2018, vulnerability and food insecurity in rural 
Indonesia remain a challenge for government policy. For many rural households, 
opportunities to build economic resilience against poverty are undermined by multiple 
environmental and structural factors. Since 2014, the Jokowi government has increased 
its focus on delivering social protection programs (SPPs) to support poor households and 
prevent vulnerable households from slipping into poverty, build resilience to shocks and 
prevent food insecurity. 
The first section of the thesis, which forms part of an Australian Research Council 
project (ARC), examines causes of poverty in two upland villages on Java in the Special 
Regency of Yogyakarta and Central Java. It also examines the impacts of SPPs directed 
to poverty alleviation and the politics of social protection.  The ARC project utilises a 
mixed methods approach including community focus group meetings, a household 
ranking activity, in-depth household surveys and a food security survey.  
The second part of this thesis applies a relational approach to examine the 
experiences of young people (15-30 years) in the two villages to understand how they 
cope with the effects of vulnerability and poverty, the potential of key SPPs to transform 
their lives, and the local and wider social, political and economic processes influencing 
their livelihood trajectories, including farming futures. The research found that multiple 
processes and structural inequalities undermine the potential of social assistance 
programs to transform young lives. However, the thesis also shows that if social 
assistance is combined with access to good education and family and community support, 
young people demonstrate greater capacity to complete high school and transition from a 
life of precarity to one of greater security.  
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Introduction 
 
  
Chapter 
Chapter 1.  Introduction 
2 
1.1 Background and Context of the Study 
This thesis forms part of an Australian Research Council (ARC) project investigating 
causal drivers of poverty, and the effectiveness of government and non-government Social 
Protection Programs1 (SPPs) for alleviating poverty and supporting vulnerable rural 
households, in differing ecological and land use contexts across Indonesia.2 Driven by the 
requirement for this research to be conducted in an upland agrarian context, the fieldwork 
for this study was conducted in two different mountain communities in Central Java and 
the Special Region of Yogyakarta, Indonesia between August 2016 and September 2017.  
The study builds on the broad ARC research project findings presented in chapter 3, 
to examine how SPPs intersect with social, political and economic processes to shape the 
livelihood choices of young people (aged 15-30) residing in households experiencing 
vulnerability to poverty. Informed by a social justice perspective on the importance of 
‘transformative’ social protection for poverty alleviation (Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler, 
2004; N. Jones & Shahrokh, 2013; Koehler, 2011; Sabates-Wheeler & Devereux, 2007), 
the research combines an ethnographic approach with a relational view of poverty  
(Bernstein, Crow, & Johnson, 1992; Green & Hulme, 2005; Li, 2014; Mosse, 2007, 
2010). In contrast to the idea that individual failings and poor choices cause poverty 
(Elwood, Lawson, & Sheppard, 2017, p. 746), relational perspectives explore how 
poverty is produced and reproduced through “historically developed economic and 
political relations…social categorisation and identity in reproducing inequality and 
making exploitation socially viable” (Mosse, 2010, p. 1157). The aim of this thesis, 
therefore, is to understand and explain (1) how local and wider social and political 
economic structures have shaped marginalised young people’s lives, and (2) whether key 
social assistance interventions are likely to enable young people to escape vulnerability 
and poverty in the longer term.  
 
1 Social protection may be formal programs provided by the government, semi-formal schemes arranged by 
communities or informal measures arranged by families. Formal SPPs consist of a range of contributory social 
and health insurance and non-contributory assistance measures to protect citizens (Lavers & Hickey, 2016) 
such as conditional cash transfers, subsidy programs (e.g. food, fertilizer, fuel) targeted at poor families, the 
elderly or disabled, as well as subsidised worker and health insurance schemes. Public works schemes are 
also part of many social protection programs (Slater & McCord, 2009). Semi-formal schemes are those 
delivered by civil society organisations or religious institutions, such as zakat provided by mosques and 
rotating credit schemes (Calder & Tanhchareun, 2014). Informal social assistance include reciprocity 
practices, transfers or donations of food or money within households (Farrington, Slater, & Holmes, 2004).   
2 The studies covered lowland wet-rice and upland dry crop agricultural, estate crop (oil palm) producing, 
and coastal fishing communities. Sites were chosen in Sumatra, Java, Bali, Sumbawa, and Sulawesi.   
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By simultaneously delving into the lived realities of young rural people and analysing 
local and wider processes and relational dynamics (Scoones, 2009, 2015), the research 
aims to deepen understanding of whether key social assistance programs targeting 
vulnerable households are likely to be ‘transformative’, potentially enabling young people 
to overcome inherited forms of poverty, or merely ‘palliative’ measures that smooth its 
effects (Molyneux, Jones, & Samuels, 2016; Sabates-Wheeler & Devereux, 2007; Slater, 
2011). Instead of viewing deprivation through just an ‘economic lens’, the research also 
pays attention to how social relations and institutional arrangements constrain 
opportunities and perpetuate poverty and vulnerability (Scoones, 2015, p. 31). Given there 
is limited information on “how the process of intergenerational transmission of poverty 
occur[s] in Indonesia” (Surachman & Hartoyo., 2015, p. 2), the research aims to contribute 
to the existing body of empirical knowledge on poverty drivers.  
1.2 Poverty and Vulnerability in Rural Indonesia 
Despite more than halving the poverty rate from 24 percent in 1999 to 10.86 percent in 
March 20163 (BPS, 2016), enormous disparities in access to services and job opportunities 
still exist across Indonesia. Further, vulnerability to poverty remains a significant challenge. 
Recent data suggests that 20.19 percent of Indonesia’s population of approximately 265 
million, are susceptible to slipping below the poverty line4 (World Bank, 2019). Others 
suggest it could be a higher figure, with up to “half of the population…vulnerable to falling 
back into poverty” (Yusuf & Sumner, 2017, p. 9). This is supported by other recent data 
which shows that 57.6% of Indonesia’s work force are engaged in ‘vulnerable employment’5 
(ILO, 2017a, p. 15). Clearly then, despite recent reductions in poverty rates, vulnerability to 
poverty remains deeply problematic in Indonesia.  
National data also shows that poverty incidence remains higher in rural areas at 13.2% 
compared to 7.02% in urban centres (BPS, 2018a), with 64 percent of the poorest deriving 
their main income through agriculture by working as smallholder farmers or farm 
 
3 By March 2019, the poverty rate had fallen to 9.41%. The poverty line was set at Rp425,250 per 
capita/month consisting of Rp313,232 (73.66 %) for food consumption and Rp112,018 (26.34%) for non-
food. On average a poor household has 4.68 members, thus the average poverty line per poor household per 
month was recorded at Rp1,990,170 (approximately US$140). (BPS, 2019a).  
4 The national poverty line was set at Rp401,220 (US$28) per person per month in March 2018 (BPS, 2018a), or  
around US90 cents per day. In Indonesia the poverty line is set using the ‘basic needs approach’; that is, the 
amount of money needed to purchase food consisting of 2100kcal per person per day and basic non-food items 
(BPS, 2018a, p. 6). This amount has been criticised as too low compared to the global poverty line (Yusuf & 
Sumner, 2017, p. 2) set at US$1.90 per capita per day in October 2015 using 2011 prices (World Bank, 2015b). 
5 Defined as temporary and casual workers plus own-account and unpaid family workers (ILO, 2017a, p. 15). 
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labourers (IFAD, 2018). Although employment in the agricultural sector declined by 9% 
from 2009 to 2017 as non-farm sectors grew, it remains the largest single sector of 
employment (31.9%) in Indonesia (ILO, 2017a, p. 14).6 For many rural households, 
opportunities to build economic resilience and buffers against poverty are frequently 
undermined by multiple environmental, structural or personal factors that increase 
vulnerability or reduce their capacity to adapt or adjust to stress. Factors include, for 
example, job loss, accident and illness, private debt, inadequate market infrastructure, 
volatility in food and commodity prices, land dispossession and extreme weather events 
and disasters such as earthquakes or landslides, environmental degradation (Kanbur, 2014; 
Slater & McCord, 2009; Suryadarma & Sumarto, 2011).  
Although Indonesia experienced average annual economic growth rates of 5.1% after 
the 1998 Asian Financial Crisis (Suryahadi, Hadiwidjaja, & Sumarto, 2012, p. 213), the 
Gini Ratio – used to measure inequality - rose to 0.41 by 2013 where it remained until 
only recently.7 Indonesia continues to experience annual economic growth rates of 
approximately 5 percent, however this is considered too slow and inadequate for Indonesia 
to create enough employment (ILO, 2017a) or meet its development needs to achieve 
equitable, ‘inclusive growth’ (Rajah, 2018; Yusuf & Sumner, 2017).  
Inclusive growth is understood to include measurable reductions in monetary poverty 
and inequality as well as “inclusion or participation in growth processes themselves, in 
terms of employment and access to expanding capabilities via access to basic public goods” 
(Yusuf & Sumner, 2017, p. 8) including health, education, water and sanitation, along with 
social protection8 (McKinley, 2010). Inclusive growth is also understood to mean that 
growth benefits the poor across population groups, sectors and geographical areas (Rigg, 
2016, p. 31). Whilst income and consumption measures are the most commonly used 
measures of global poverty, it is generally understood among development researchers that 
“lack of money is not always an accurate proxy for deprivations that society cares about 
[and] that money metrics do not tell the whole story of human suffering.” (Hanandita & 
Tampubolon, 2016, p. 560). Thus, a multidimensional view of poverty9 is essential to 
 
6 The services and trades sectors make up 24.2% and 22.5% respectively.  (ILO, 2017a, p. 14).  
7 The national Gini Ratio fell to 0.389 in March 2018 (BPS, 2018b). The Government of Indonesia aimed to 
reduce the inequality ratio to 0.36 in 2019 (Jakarta Globe, 2018).  
8 Measures include social assistance programs, social insurance schemes and labour market policies 
(McKinley, 2010, p. 11).  
9 The multidimensional poverty index measures deprivations of education, health and living standards and 
complements measurements of income deprivation (OPHI, 2019). 
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assessing whether growth has been ‘inclusive’ (Alkire & Santos, 2010, 2014; Anand & 
Sen, 1997; Hanandita & Tampubolon, 2016; Yusuf & Sumner, 2017).  
Yusuf and Sumner (2017) applied a multidimensional approach to understand how 
and whether ‘inclusive growth’ occurred in Indonesia between 1994 and 2015. Their 
analysis led them to conclude that despite improved access to public goods and overall 
reduction in monetary poverty over that time, inclusive growth was less successful during 
the first year of the Jokowi Widodo (‘Jokowi’) presidency (2014-15) than during the 
previous administration10 and that “basic problems remain in terms of school 
completion…and progress on employment related poverty is limited” (Yusuf & Sumner, 
2017, p. 34). While reducing fuel subsidies in November 2014, Jokowi increased the 
number of social assistance beneficiaries through targeted cash transfers to further reduce 
monetary poverty rates and expand infrastructure development and educational 
opportunities. Over time, it is expected these will continue to reduce rates of income 
poverty, improve access to services, increase high school completion rates, and result in 
greater access to employment.11 Nevertheless, as empirical findings of this research 
suggest, opportunities for marginalised rural youth and households to participate in 
inclusive growth processes12, along with food and nutritional security, remain challenging 
and uneven.  The concept of ‘inclusive development’ helps to explain why this may be so. 
Inclusive development goes “beyond a narrow understanding of development as a 
primarily economic process to one with an integral focus on the achievement of equity and 
the rights of citizenship.” (Hickey, 2013, p. 5). Thus, in addition to equitable distribution 
of economic and material benefits, ‘inclusive development’ is concerned with expanding 
social and economic empowerment across income and population groups (Hickey, 2013). 
This involves thinking more politically to understand “the role of elites at local as well as 
 
10 During the Susilo Bambang Yudhyono administration (2004-14) economic prosperity grew rapidly due to 
the commodity boom in palm oil, copper, and coal. At the same time, however, consumption inequality grew 
by 50%; expenditure of the richest 10% was two times greater than the bottom 40% by 2014. During the first 
six months of the Jokowi presidency Indonesia experienced slowing economic growth, increased food 
inflation and a reduction in expenditure among the poor. These factors led to ‘positive growth elasticity of 
poverty’ in comparison to the previous four government administrations (Yusuf & Sumner, 2017, p. 32).  
11 There is broad consensus that gasoline subsidies are regressive with most of the benefits going to the top 
half of households (IISD, 2015; Olken, 2019; World Bank, 2014c). “Phasing out fuel subsidies is a key goal of 
the international community, as pledged by the G20 and the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) in 
2009.” (Burke, Batsuuri, & Yudhistira, 2017, p. 168). While it was claimed that gasoline subsidies were 
eliminated, “in practice some subsidies have continued.” (Burke et al., 2017, p. 167). Online media reports 
that in 2020 the government plans to reduce fuel, gas and electricity subsidies by 3.4% while improving its 
targeting scheme so that it only assists those in need (Hartati & Putra, 2019). 
12 Decent employment and accessing public services such as social protection, health treatment and education. 
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national levels with the local often providing the key space within which development is 
actually delivered and where the ordinary subjects of development are most likely to 
interact with elites” (Chatterjee, 2004 in Hickey, 2013, p. 5; Warren & Visser, 2016). The 
concept demands a relational view of development – one that simultaneously focuses on 
local and national political and social processes to advance understanding of “the roots of 
unequal growth and the means – policy interventions – that might foster shared growth.” 
(Rigg, 2016, p. 32). Thus, this thesis illuminates, through an integrated theoretical approach 
drawing on critical political and social theories, processes that undermine equality and 
inclusive development in two rural settings, despite ambitious rhetorical claims.   
Although social protection systems are contested in the literature,13 particularly in 
terms of design and targeting approaches (Kidd, 2018), they are widely viewed “as a 
means of reducing poverty and promoting development” (Lavers & Hickey, 2016, p. 1). 
De Haan states “the rise of social protection on the development agenda is now an 
established fact” (de Haan, 2014, p. 312). Its popularity on the global development agenda 
has been facilitated by the concept of a social protection floor;14 the Social Protection 
Floor for a Fair and Inclusive Globalization report calls for the extension of inclusive 
social protection coverage worldwide (ILO, 2011). National social floor guarantees should 
include social security benefits for the unemployed and working poor, as well as universal 
access to food security, health, housing, water, and sanitation. 
In June 2012, the ILO’s 185-member States adopted a ground-breaking 
Recommendation, the National Floors of Social Protection (No. 202). The 
Recommendation reaffirmed commitment of governments, employers and workers to 
building national social protection systems for all (ILO, 2014). Since then, the UN and the 
ILO have continued to steer the development discourse towards the goal of achieving 
universal social protection by 2030 (ILO & Bank, 2015). Under the auspices of the United 
Nations, social protection systems are a salient feature of the 2015-2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) agenda and made explicit in Goal 1 End Poverty in All its 
Forms Everywhere. Item 1.3 calls for governments to:   
 
13 Debates will be examined in chapter 2.  
14 A social protection floor is “an integrated set of social policies designed to guarantee income security and 
access to essential social services for all, paying particular attention to vulnerable groups and protecting and 
empowering people across the life cycle.” (ILO, 2011, p. xxii). 
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“Implement nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures for 
all, including floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and 
vulnerable.” (UN, 2015b, p. 19). 
Thus, to prevent and alleviate poverty, it is now “generally accepted that social 
protection is a core public service” (Kidd, 2018, p. 1). The next section reviews 
Indonesia’s gradual progress towards implementation of universal social protection in line 
with the social protection floor framework.  
1.3 The Evolution of Indonesia’s Social Protection System 
Echoing Polanyian lines of argument,15 the 1998 Asian Financial Crisis (AFC) - and 
attended political crisis16 - provided the catalyst for implementing targeted social safety 
net (SSN) programs in Indonesia. As the Rupiah dropped in value, inflation rose to 78% 
and food prices escalated to 118% (Suryahadi et al., 2012, p. 209), 25 percent of non-poor 
households were shocked into poverty (Satriana & Schmitt, 2012, p. 3). The aim of the 
SSN programs, through limited short-term assistance via employment programs, food, 
education, and medical subsidies, was to assist households and communities that felt the 
effects of poverty most acutely and to prevent poverty from spreading.  
In 2002, the Indonesian Constitution was amended to recognise the right of social 
security for all Indonesian citizens and the State’s responsibility for developing a social 
security policy (Schmitt, Muyanto, & van Langenhove, 2014). Implemented progressively, 
the National Social Security System Law No. 40/2004 guarantees universal access to health 
services and income protection in cases of work injury, old age and the death of a household 
breadwinner (Satriana & Schmitt, 2012).  
In 2005, the central government initiated tentative steps towards providing nationally 
subsidised health insurance for the poor through Asuransi Kesehatan untuk Keluarga 
Miskin (Askeskin). However, the scheme was criticised for targeting errors, slow payments 
to hospitals resulting in patients being turned away, and the inability of hospitals to cope 
with increased demand for services (Pisani, Olivier-Kok, & Nugroho, 2017, p. 272).  
 
15 Karl Polanyi (2001 [1944]) argued that the subordination of social life to the market through the commodification 
of labour, land and money, the bases of social life, inevitably leads to instability and crises of capitalism with 
significant implications for livelihoods, ecologies and care of communities. This spurs on an inevitable ‘double 
movement’ with demands for social protection and regulation of market forces. (Polanyi, 2001). 
16 Suharto’s 32-year dictatorship collapsed in 1998, after massive student protests demanded change and an end 
to authoritarian rule, nepotism, and corruption. Suharto’s resignation paved the way for democratic reforms.  
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In 2008, the Ministry of Health took over responsibility for the Askeskin program, by 
then renamed Jaminan Kesehatan Masyarakat (Jamkesmas) (Pisani et al., 2017). The 
subsidised program had expanded to target 76 million poor and vulnerable people. 
However, this still left more than 50 percent of Indonesia’s population without any form 
of health insurance (Van Doorslaer, O'Donnell, & Wagstaff, 2013). To cater for those 
excluded from Jamkesmas, the central government encouraged district governments to 
establish their own health insurance schemes known as Jaminan Kesehatan Daerah 
(Jamkesda; District Health Insurance) (Pisani et al., 2017). 
An impact analysis study of both Askeskin and Jamkesda by the Institute of Health 
Policy and Management at Erasmus University, found that Askeskin did mainly benefit 
the poor and near poor, but that leakage to non-poor was also substantial (Van Doorslaer 
et al., 2013). While access to subsidised health care increased under Askeskin, it failed to 
provide insurance for informal sector workers to protect against income loss as a result of 
sickness, disability or injury. Out-of-pocket expenses increased and poor and informal17 
workers were forced to reduce consumption, or rely on savings, asset sales or borrowed 
cash, in order to survive (Van Doorslaer et al., 2013, p. 2). Analysis also revealed that 
district governments’ Jamkesda schemes differed in terms of their design and efficacy, 
and had limited impact on the number of outpatient visits or hospitalisation among the 
poor (Van Doorslaer et al., 2013, p. 2), highlighting the need to develop a more equitable, 
universal health system. 
The Badan Penyelenggara Jaminan Sosial (BPJS; Social Security Agency) Law No. 
24/2011 stipulated expected commencement dates for the universal health (January 2014) 
and social security (July 2015) programs (Schmitt et al., 2014). BPJS Kesehatan (BPJS 
Health), the organising agency for health insurance officially rolled out the new mandatory 
universal health insurance called Jaminan Kesehatan Nasional (JKN; National Health 
Insurance) in January 2014. Universal health coverage was anticipated to be reached by 
2019. Formal sector employers and civil servant workers continue to pay their own 
memberships while non-poor informal and formal workers previously not registered by 
employers are expected to register themselves with BPJS Health and make contributions 
between US$2.00 and $5.00 per month (Schmitt et al., 2014, p. 5). The premiums of poor 
and near-poor workers, previously covered by Jamkesmas and Jamkesda, are supposed to 
 
17 In Indonesia informal work is often casual, and characterised by poor wages and working conditions, and 
low productivity (ILO, 2013). Informal jobs are defined “as those where the employment relationship is not 
subject to legislation, income taxation, social protection, or entitlement to codified benefits such as advance 
notice of dismissal, severance pay, paid annual leave, or sick leave.” (World Bank, 2014a, p. 35). 
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be paid for by the government through the Kartu Indonesia Sehat (KIS; Indonesia Health 
Card) assistance program.  
BPJS Health has, however, experienced financial strains and premiums are expected 
to rise to cover deficits between claims made and premiums paid to ensure sustainability 
of the JKN program (Jakarta Post, 2015b). By May 2015, some 2 million members had 
fallen behind in their premium payments and some had stopped paying after recovering 
from illness, contributing to the financial difficulties of BPJS Health. To resume their JKN 
program memberships, the government imposed a 2% fine on total premiums. However, 
this is poorly enforced and lack of accountability and overclaiming by hospitals for some 
treatments is further cause for concern (Jakarta Post, 2019b). Although 74% of 
Indonesians were reportedly covered by the JKN by 2018, informal workers were still 
inadequately covered by the program due to targeting errors, inadequate access to 
information and difficulties paying premiums (Miranda, Jufri, & Marianto, 2018). Further, 
over time, some medical treatments have been removed from the scheme due to inadequate 
funds and increasing costs (Bayuni, 2018).    
Although international academics and policy experts have called on the Indonesian 
government to increase revenue by reforming the taxation system to deliver universal 
health insurance and high quality healthcare (Aspinall, 2013a; Jakarta Post, 2015c; 
Satriana & Schmitt, 2012; Vujanovic, 2015), by late 2018, BPJS was unable to pay 
hospitals due to debts of US$737.9 million, leaving many patients without access to health 
care at some hospitals, and questions about the sustainability of the universal program 
(Jakarta Post, 2018b).  
In July 2015, the BPJS Ketenagakerjaan (BPJS Employment), previously known as 
Jaminan Sosial Tenaga Kerja (Jamsostek) commenced operations. Its role is to extend 
social security benefits to informal workers18 as a result of workplace accident causing 
injury or after the death of a breadwinner (Schmitt et al., 2014). While contributions for 
formal workers are paid as part of their salaries by employers (Maftuchan & Fanggidae, 
2015), informal workers who do not receive a stipulated or regular wage are largely 
excluded and are expected to pay their own contributions. The arrangements of BPJS 
Employment have been criticised as ‘unclear’ with the ‘cost sharing formula’ still 
“weighted toward formal workers in all four forms of benefit, especially in the pension 
program, which does not cover informal workers or non-salaried workers.” (Maftuchan & 
 
18 Informal workers account for some 60 percent of Indonesia’s workforce (World Bank, 2017b, p. 78).   
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Fanggidae, 2015). The ILO reiterated social welfare concerns for informal sector workers, 
pointing out they are “likely to be in more precarious employment without provisions for 
social protection and standards of work are generally low.” (ILO, 2017a, p. 15). In general, 
then, since the introduction of BPJS Employment in July 2015, social security for 
marginalised workers remains largely ignored (Rosser & van Diermen, 2018, p. 322).19 
Consequently, informal social assistance through family or community networks is still 
common, although as some international studies have shown, they can be inadequate and 
ineffective ways of coping (Kanbur, 2014). 
In 2014, when Jokowi was elected as Indonesia’s president, the total social protection 
budget was 1.2% of GDP, lower than World Bank recommendation of 2% (J. McCarthy, 
2014). Spending on social assistance programs including education and rice subsidies, free 
health insurance and conditional cash transfers targeting poor and vulnerable households, 
was considered very low, at around 0.7 percent of GDP, in comparison to other low-middle 
income countries which average 1.5 percent (World Bank, 2017b, p. 21). It has been 
recommended that if Indonesia is to meet its development targets, annual spending needs 
to increase by “around 4 percent of GDP by 2020” (World Bank, 2018c, p. 46). Promising 
to reduce the poverty rate to 7-8% by 2019 (Negara, 2017, p. 4), Jokowi has continued to 
expand or introduce new publicly funded social assistance programs and subsidies aimed 
at supporting poor and vulnerable households and communities, however “the level of 
spending remains low compared to the Government’s targets and Indonesia’s needs.” 
(World Bank, 2018c, p. 46).  
Although  “concerns about ‘affordability’ have been a major obstacle to the expansion 
of cash transfer programmes in poorer countries” (Slater, 2011, p. 253), in the case of 
Indonesia, the World Bank has recommended more effective budget administration to 
reduce program leakage and waste (World Bank, 2017a, p. 18). Additionally, the OECD 
(2019a, p. 155) continues to make the case that regressive fuel subsidies, which fail to 
 
19 Recent media reports suggest this may be changing, but very slowly. In February 2018 BPJS Employment 
launched Penggerak Jaminan Sosial Nasional (PERISAI; National Social Security Movement) to assist in the 
recruitment of informal (non-wage) workers to social security membership. 1300 PERISAI agents receive a 
commission from BPJS and are incentivised through bonuses to recruit paying members to the organisation 
(Jakarta Post, 2018a). Between 2017 and 2018 the number of informal workers enrolled in BPJS social 
security grew from 1.7 million to 2.4 million (Kompas, 2019). However, given there were an estimated 55 
million informal workers in 2017 (BPJS Ketenagakerjaan, 2017), there is still a significant amount of progress 
to be made to expand social security coverage to informal sector workers.      
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reach most poor and vulnerable households,20 be phased out to increase targeted social 
assistance to poor households.21  
Notwithstanding the fact that Indonesia has taken steps towards more progressive social 
welfare schemes, including free ‘universal’ health care, free schooling for twelve years and 
conditional cash transfers (Aspinall, 2013b), claims that Indonesia is developing an Anglo-
European style of social welfare are “at best premature and at worst overly optimistic” 
(Rosser & van Diermen, 2018, p. 324). Rosser and van Diermen (2018) argue that while 
social welfare in Indonesia contains significant progressive elements, it remains subordinate 
to policies promoting economic growth, and is “predominantly productivist22 and predatory 
in nature, as it was under the New Order” (p. 324). The scholars highlight competing 
interests and coalitions of elite actors embedded within the state apparatus including schools 
and hospitals, as factors which constrain Indonesia’s potential to develop a social democratic 
welfare system (Rosser & van Diermen, 2018, p. 312).  
One of Indonesia’s targeted social assistance measures containing arguably both 
‘productivist’ and progressive elements is the Family Hope Program (PKH), a conditional 
cash transfer (CCT) paid in quarterly instalments to targeted poor households comprising 
school aged children, pregnant women and babies, elderly over 60 years and the severely 
disabled.23 The PKH, like other CCTs around the world, is designed to supplement 
household incomes and “break the cycle of poverty by ensuring that the family’s children 
are educated and have better prospects for the future” (Marshall & Hill, 2015, p. 743).  The 
benefit is paid on the proviso that a series of conditions are fulfilled; for example, 85 percent 
attendance at school, monthly health check-ups and immunization programs for babies. A 
second program, the Raskin (Rice for the Poor) renamed Rastra (Rice Social Assistance) 
 
20 Only about 35 percent of poor and vulnerable households benefitted from energy subsidies in 2015 (World 
Bank, 2018c, p. 39). 
21 The need to expand social assistance programs, including cash transfers, is reflected in the May 2017 
findings of a national survey where only 43% of respondents believed conditions for the poor had improved 
under Jokowi, suggesting some “reservations about the success of [his] poverty eradication programmes.” 
(Negara, 2017, p. 5). 
22 Holliday (2000) argues that welfare states of East Asia do not fit Esping-Anderson’s typology of three 
welfare regimes: liberal, conservative, and social democratic. Holliday added a fourth dimension to the 
analysis: the ‘productivist world of welfare capitalism’ where social policy exists but is subordinate to policies 
of economic growth. Such regimes are characterised by minimal social rights which that are linked to 
productive populations and activities in society (Holliday, 2000, p. 708).  Holliday differentiates productivist 
regimes into three types: ‘facilitative’, ‘developmental-universalist’ and ‘developmental-particularist’ (2000, 
p. 710). Rosser and van Diermen added a fourth variant to Holliday’s typology, that of ‘predatory particularist’ 
to describe Indonesia’s unique form of welfare capitalism. They point out that in Indonesia welfare capitalism 
“emerged within the context of a predatory/oligarchic state” (Rosser & van Diermen, 2018, p. 304). 
23 The disability criterion was added in 2016 and in 2018 the criterion for old age was reduced from 70 years 
of age to 60 years of age (Kemsos, 2019b, pp. 10-11). 
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in 2015,24 has been providing subsidised rice ostensibly to the poor since 1998. In reality, 
the program was plagued by problems of corruption and misuse (Rosser & van Diermen, 
2018) and targeting errors that in some instances, triggered riots (Schmitt et al., 2014).  
Meanwhile, the Indonesia Smart Card (Kartu Indonesia Pintar; KIP) channels funds to 
support the education needs of school children aged 6-21 years, and the more progressive 
Indonesia Health Card (Kartu Indonesia Sehat; KIS) provides, in theory at least, a range 
of free health services, medicine and emergency treatment for the poor at community health 
centres (Pusat Kesehatan Masyarakat; Puskesmas) and hospitals.25 This thesis will study 
elite and beneficiary perceptions, including those of young people, of the provisioning of 
these programs to understand whether they are likely to transform the life chances of young 
people in the long term or merely “manage poverty” (Saad-Filho, 2016, p. 62).  
After the 2001 ‘big-bang’ decentralisation process, it was assumed that Indonesia’s 
village institutions, free from higher government authorities, would become more 
democratic, representative and accountable, empowering villagers to participate in local 
decision making and community development processes (Antlöv, Wetterberg, & 
Dharmawan, 2016; Lewis, 2015). Delivering community funding directly to village level, 
the objectives of the National Program for Community Empowerment (PNPM Rural) 
program26 were to reduce poverty and improve local governance and participation in 
planning and implementing local development projects. Some studies show that PNPM 
projects widely benefited rural communities with good participation across socio-economic 
groups in PNPM projects (J. McCarthy et al., 2014). Nevertheless, some other studies 
revealed evidence of elite capture in decision making and misuse of funds (Antlöv et al., 
2016; Lucas, 2016), leading to ‘ambiguous program outcomes’ (J. McCarthy et al., 2014). 
Prevailing social relations and local institutional structures were found to strongly affect 
the success of the PNPM decision making and accountability processes (J. McCarthy et al., 
2014). The role of the Badan Perwakilan Desa (BPD; Village Representative Council) 
which was changed under Law 32/2004, is a compounding structural problem. The change 
to the law, which came about after strong lobbying by the Village Heads Association, meant 
 
24 In 2017 Jokowi introduced a new program, the Bantuan Pangan Non-Tunai (BPNT; Cashless Food Assistance) 
to replace Rastra. The PKH and BPNT subsidies are integrated on one card known as the Kartu Keluarga 
Sejahtera (KKS; Prosperous Family Card) and should reach up to 15.6 million households in 2020. At the time 
field research was undertaken in 2016-17, the BPNT had not been introduced in either village of my study. 
25 In 2018 there were 26,938 health facilities where patients can get treatment under BPJS (Heriyanto, 2018). 
26 Launched by the Yudhoyono government in 2006, the PNPM rural program expanded on the World Bank’s 
Kecamatan (Subdistrict) Development Program (PPK) which had previously run for ten years (Voss, 2008). The 
PNPM covered approximately 70,000 villages in 6,681 subdistricts across Indonesia (J. McCarthy et al., 2014).    
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that BPDs could only provide advice for planning decisions and were unable to oversee 
how village budgets were spent, thus reducing transparency and disempowering villagers. 
In addition, studies have also found a general failure by central and district governments to 
monitor the way village heads spent program funds (Antlöv et al., 2016; Lucas, 2016). All 
these concerns led to calls for implementation of stronger institutional ‘checks and 
balances’ arrangements to overcome structural drivers of disempowerment and 
vulnerability at a village level (Antlöv et al., 2016; J. McCarthy et al., 2014).  
These insights are critical, particularly since the introduction of the Undang-Undang 
Desa 6/2014 (UU Desa; 2014 Village Law) has led to significant increases in annual fund 
transfers from the central government to bank accounts controlled by Indonesia’s 74,000 
village heads (Antlöv et al., 2016; J. McCarthy et al., 2014). The 2014 Law enables village 
governments to plan, manage and implement their own infrastructure and development 
projects, with the aim of reducing poverty and improving participatory processes (Antlöv 
et al., 2016; Lewis, 2015; Lucas, 2016). Based on previously stated concerns about weak 
village governance arrangements and lack of ‘checks and balances’ resulting in elite 
capture and control, scholars have continued to highlight the importance of applying 
lessons learned during the 10-year PNPM program to ensure the Village Law funds are 
used to reduce poverty and improve local livelihoods (Antlöv et al., 2016; Lewis, 2015; 
Lucas, 2016). One change brought about through the 2014 Village Law is the introduction 
of village consultative assemblies, or musyawarah desa. The musyawarah desa is 
supposed to provide greater transparency and accountability for the way village funds are 
used (Vel, Zakaria, & Bedner, 2017). Accordingly, one aspect of the ARC project is to 
investigate household survey participants’ knowledge of the Village Funds, local 
development projects and whether and how they have participated or benefited from the 
introduction of the Village Law.  In terms of young people, this research also investigates 
whether and how they participate in village level organisations, to understand structural 
barriers that may limit their agency and capacity to generate positive life changes.  
1.4 Why Study Youth? 
Indonesia enjoys the reputation of possessing a ‘demographic bonus’ (Hayes & 
Setyonaluri, 2015, p. 1). In 2014, 50 per cent of Indonesia’s 256 million people were 
estimated to be aged under 30 years (World Bank, 2014b, p. 2). With a median age of 29 
years, the number of people aged between 15 and 29 accounts for approximately 26 
percent of Indonesia’s population (Adioetomo, Posselt, & Utomo, 2014, p. 12). It is this 
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generation of Indonesians who the government needs to become the nation’s future 
‘productive workers’ as it strives to avoid the ‘middle income trap’ (World Bank, 2014b), 
and achieve high-income status by 2045 (Jakarta Post, 2019a). However, Indonesia’s 
national average youth unemployment rate (19.4%) is high compared to the average global 
rate (12.8%) and compared to other low middle income countries (12.2%) (ILO, 2017a, p. 
28).27 Indonesia also has one of the highest rates (23.2%) of young people who are not 
employed, in education or training (NEET) in Asia, (ILO, 2017a, p. 29). In contrast to the 
unemployment rate which measures the number of people actively searching for work, 
NEET includes discouraged young workers who are not actively seeking employment28 
(ILO, 2017a). In rural areas of Indonesia 73.9 percent of the total population undertake 
informal work (Winarsih & Lisna, 2015, p. 14) with most employed as agricultural 
workers which, increasingly, “is not the first choice of the young rural generation” 
(Ambarwati, Harahap, Sadoko, & White, 2016, p. 290).   
Clearly, many young rural people face difficulties obtaining ‘decent’ employment 
opportunities, with most forced to undertake informal work or migrate to urban areas in 
search of employment in an increasingly competitive job market. By 2035, it is expected 
that 67% of Indonesia’s population will be living in urban areas, up from 53% in 2015 
(Allen, 2016, p. 9). However, one of the key concerns is that Indonesia’s youth will not 
have acquired appropriate ‘technical or cognitive skills’ to cope with changing labour 
market needs (Allen, 2016, p. 11).  
Given that one third of 15 to 24-year olds in rural Indonesia are officially unemployed, 
White asked where will the needed jobs for relatively educated rural youth come from? 
(White, 2012c, p. 7). His question prompted me to think about how social protection 
programs, designed to alleviate household poverty and vulnerability, might be influencing 
the lives and work choices of rural young people. Even if they may desire to remain living 
in rural areas and pursue farming futures, the reality is that young people may be unable 
 
27 For comparative purposes, Indonesia’s unemployment rates were calculated by ILO staff using microdata 
collected from households across all provinces from the August 2016 National Labor Force Survey (Sakernas). 
Global unemployment statistics were sourced from ILOSTAT database. The ILO states that “in most of the 
cases standard international definitions were used for calculation of labour and employment conditions.” 
(ILO, 2017a, p. 2). 
28 According to the ILO the NEET rate (%) = [(number of unemployed youth + number of youth not in the labour 
force) – (number of unemployed youth who are in education or training + number of youth not in the labour 
force who are in education or training)] / total number of youth. (ILO, 2015, p. 1). Inactive non-students should 
not be equated with the unemployed because “this group has indicated that they did not actively seek work, 
or they were not available to take up work…The majority in this category…are young women tending to the 
household.” (ILO, 2015, p. 4). 
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to do so if livelihood security, land rights and access to resources and social protection is 
not prioritised by governments at all levels. With limited access to land and tight 
employment opportunities for increasing numbers of secondary and tertiary graduates 
(White, 2012b, 2012c), it is timely and necessary to understand what Indonesia’s new 
social assistance programs might mean for those they are intended to benefit in the long 
term: that is, young people from poor and vulnerable households.  
In this research, I wanted to explore the experiences and views of this important 
demographic by adopting a ‘youth centred approach’, where they are not only the subjects 
and objects of research but also participants (White, 2015a, p. 16). In this respect, I wanted 
to obtain information directly from young people themselves, and not only “by proxy 
(from adults - particularly parents, and teachers supplying information about them)” 
(White, 2015a, pp. 16-17). Do they want to complete high school and leave farming and 
rural life behind in search of secure employment? Alternatively, do they want to remain 
and pursue farming with or without diversified futures? What prevents and what assists 
them to do so? How do they cope with poverty effects and vulnerabilities? Do they use 
the same coping mechanisms as their parents or are state social assistance measures 
changing the ways they respond to precarity? What are the structures and processes that 
shape their agency and choices? What might all this mean for social reproduction and the 
intergenerational transmission of poverty in agrarian settings?  
Building on previous critical studies of youth in Indonesia (AKATIGA & White, 2015; 
Parker & Nilan, 2013; White, 1980, 2012b, 2015a), the thesis examines the interplay of 
social protection, social relationships and structural conditions to understand why farming 
and rural livelihoods may, or may not be, a viable livelihood option for young people from 
vulnerable households, and considers the implications of this for intergenerational 
transmission of poverty and inequality, and, more broadly, for agrarian change.  
1.4.1 Conceptualising ‘Youth’ 
There is no agreed specification of age bracket for defining youth because “youth 
(like all life-course stages) is socially constructed, not biologically fixed” (White, 2015a, 
p. 5). Therefore, understanding of what constitutes the period of youth differs across space 
(countries and societies) and time (age and generation) and ‘identity’ (class, gender, 
ethnicity) (White, 2015a, p. 6). Gough et al. (2013) point out that young people’s lived 
experiences differ depending on their location, gender, socio-economic status and 
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education. Hence, the concept of youth has been widely debated and studied from a range 
of perspectives and across different contexts in the global North and South.29  
For operational purposes, organisations such as the UN and ILO have defined 
‘youth’ as the period between 15 and 24 years while the Indonesian government extends 
the age to 30 years. The focus of this research will be on the 15-30 age range. This sits 
within the widely accepted definition of ‘youth’ (UN, 2019), enabling some comparisons 
with global data sources such as the World Bank and ILO, and directly reflects the 
Indonesian Law No. 40/2009 on Youth, which defines youth as between 16 to 30 years 
(Adioetomo et al., 2014, p. 4).30   
In this study, distinction is made between those who are married and unmarried, still 
at school, working or unemployed as it was anticipated there may be distinct differences 
in responses, activities and attitudes between these age groups, as well as by gender. While 
recognizing that women and girls are frequently the most marginalised members of 
households and communities, this research explores the experiences of both genders to 
build a more holistic understanding of what processes and social relationships shape the 
lives and experiences of young people, in each community. This enables comparison 
between gendered responses of teenagers (15-19) and young adults (20-30) in relation to 
the research questions.  
1.5 Methods and Approach 
To begin, I undertook a three-week trip in March 2016 to Central Java and the Special 
Area of Yogyakarta, to determine suitable research sites. Both regencies contain 
significant populations living in poverty or vulnerable to poverty. In 2015, Wonosobo 
regency was Central Java’s poorest district with a poverty level of 21.45% (BPS, 2019b). 
Meanwhile the rate of poverty in Sleman regency in the Special Area of Yogyakarta was 
considerably lower in 2016 at 10.60%, however, 19.66% of the population were still 
considered vulnerable to falling into poverty (BPS Sleman, 2017a). The purpose of the 
visit was to select two village sites31 in upland horticultural settings. Besides the 
overarching requirement of selecting two horticultural sites for the ARC project, I also 
wanted to select two villages with variations in religion and socio-cultural practices to 
 
29 Debates and approaches to youth studies will be elaborated in Chapter 2.  
30 Although Indonesian law mandates youth between the ages of 16 to 30, the legal working age is from 15 
years (BPS, 2017c, p. 127). Nearly a quarter (23.1 percent) of the working age population in Indonesia are 
between 15 and 24 years of age (ILO, 2017a, p. 27). 
31 The ARC project explores temporal, spatial, ecological and lifecycle vulnerabilities associated with five land use 
categories: lowland rice producing, upland horticulture, estate crops, dry/low rainfall, and coastal fishing communities.  
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compare how these processes of social reproduction differentiate young people’s 
livelihood choices and experiences. I sought advice from Associate Professor Pujo Semedi 
from the Department of Anthropology at Gadjah Mada University, Yogyakarta, on 
possible research locations. Professor Semedi also assisted me to recruit research 
assistants with an anthropology background, who could support me to organise and 
facilitate Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and conduct the household surveys and 
interviews with young people.  
Although I speak and understand Indonesian to a reasonably good standard, it is a 
more formal version than the casual vernacular spoken by villagers, and I did not know 
any Bahasa Jawa (Javanese) commonly used in villages. It was critical therefore, to 
choose an assistant who knew Javanese and could interpret between me and survey 
participants in formal Indonesian, as necessary. Pak Semedi introduced me to several of 
his former or current post-graduate students who could assist in the field, and suggested 
villages that would be interesting and appropriate sites for undertaking this research 
project. After visiting several potential sites, I decided on Cindaga village32 in Wonosobo 
regency and Kahawa village in Sleman regency (see Figure 1.1). Both villages are 
relatively easy to access from Yogyakarta and have a large proportion of the population 
engaged in horticulture and food production work. Importantly, there were differences 
between the two villages which I could use to compare the experiences and livelihood 
choices of young people. See Table 1.1 for key details for each village.33 
 
Figure 1.1 Location of Cindaga and Kahawa villages on Java 
Source: Google Maps (2019) 
 
32 Pseudonyms are used for both desa (villages) and all dusun (hamlet) names.  
33 Detailed descriptions of each village are provided in chapter 3. 
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Table 1.1 A Snapshot of the Villages 
Sources: BPS (2017a), BPS Sleman (2016) and village government sources.  
Descriptor Cindaga  Kahawa 
Subdistrict/District/Province 
and Altitude. 
Kejajar/Wonosobo/ Central 
Java. 2300m above sea level. 
Approximately 1 hour 15 
minutes to Wonosobo city by 
car. 
Pakem/Sleman/Special Region 
of Yogyakarta (DIY). 
Between 600 and 900 metres 
above sea level. 
Approximately 40 minutes to 
Yogyakarta city by car. 
Population/Households/ 
Hamlets 
1,267 residents; 344 
households; one 
dusun/hamlet. 
9,882 residents, comprising 
between 3220 and 3644 
households.34 16 dusun 
(hamlets). 
Religion Muslim (100%) Muslim (81%), Catholic (17%) 
and Christian (2%) 
population 
Land Ownership (2016) 48% of households owned 
<0.25ha. 32% between 
0.25ha- 0.99ha, and 14% 
between 1 and 3 hectares. 20 
households (6%) do not own 
land, however poor 
households may be selected 
to rent village-owned 
farmland. 
Approximately 1,779 
households (61%) own some 
productive land. Of those, 
90% control less than 1 
hectare and  
39 families (2%) own between 
1 and 5 hectares.35  
Dominant village 
crops/industries 
Potato, cabbage, carica 
(pawpaw fruit), ecotourism. 
Salak (snakeskin fruit). A 
range of other fruits and 
vegetables, tree crops, sand 
quarrying; milk production. 
Tourism (typically as jeep 
drivers and small food stalls 
at Mt Merapi). Small 
business (salon, laundry, 
warung and small shops). 
Education institutions 1 state SD, 1 Islamic SMP 
(pesantren). Nearest SMA 
approx. 20km from village.  
3 state and 4 private SD 
(primary school), 1 state and 
1 private SMP (lower 
secondary school), 1 private 
SMA (upper secondary 
school). Other state SMA/K 
approx. 8km away. 
SMA (Senior High School) 
Graduation Rates 
1.9% (2014) 31% (2015) 
 
 
34 Two different household figures (3644 and 3220) are provided by the district government (BPS Sleman, 
2016, p. 7). Therefore, population data obtained can only be an approximate guide.  
35 Attempts were made at the Kahawa village government office to find out a breakdown of households 
owning <0.25ha, between 0.25ha and 0.5ha and between 0.5 and 0.99ha, however, staff said they did not 
have such a refined breakdown of land ownership sizes available.  
Chapter 1.  Introduction 
19 
1.5.1 Research Methodology 
To achieve the study objectives, I pursued this research in two separate stages, utilising 
a mixed methods approach that combines quantitative and qualitative data and is supported 
by comparative studies of other researchers. Stage one was conducted between August and 
October 2016, with follow-up visits to clarify and confirm data in each village during 
December 2017. For this stage of the research, I followed the study design and data 
collection processes as required by the ARC project36 to investigate the impacts and 
effectiveness of Indonesian social protection programs (SPPs) directed to poverty 
alleviation and supporting vulnerable rural households. The first stage sought to investigate 
what (if any) social protection measures households had received, as well as the types of 
vulnerabilities and poverty effects households had experienced in the previous 12 months. 
In each village, I began by conducting a Focus Group Discussion (FGD) where community 
representatives participated in the Stages of Progress (SoP) activity37 to qualitatively 
understand what differentiates poor from non-poor households and pathways in to and out 
of poverty in each village. Following on from the SoP activity, 40 households in each 
village were surveyed to gather quantitative indicators such as value and type of assets and 
savings, debt, production, income and expenditure, and social assistance benefits. 24 
households from the original 80 (12 in each village) also participated in a food security 
survey to provide a ‘snapshot’ of the level of food insecurity present.38   
1.5.2 Research Questions 
Key questions related to this stage of the research project, and which will be addressed 
in chapter 3 of this thesis are:  
1. What drives vulnerability and poverty in upland Java today?  
2. Who is ascending from and descending into poverty and why?  
3. How effectively do social assistance programs address vulnerability and food 
insecurity in mountain Java?  
Based on the results of 80 household surveys, I then identified which poor and 
vulnerable households had family members aged between 15-30 years who could be 
invited to participate in the second stage of this thesis research. The criteria used for 
 
36 The detail of these methods including selection and data collection processes are explained in Chapter 3.  
37 Details of the Stages of Progress (SoP) Focus Group Discussions, used in stage one of this research are 
explained in detail in Chapter 3. 
38 Food Security survey methodology and findings are discussed in Chapter 3.  
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determining which households are poor or vulnerable were based on the SoP and 
household survey results. The extent to which households had experienced difficulties 
affording food, education, and medical costs, as proxies for vulnerability to poverty, were 
critical in selecting suitable youth participants. In total, 25 young people were identified 
and interviewed from 14 households.39  
As this thesis is designed to understand how key social assistance programs shape 
the lives and decisions of poor and vulnerable youth, the following research questions 
are addressed: 
1. Have current social assistance measures enabled them to overcome their 
disadvantaged position? Why or why not?  
2. How do vulnerable young people respond to the effects of vulnerability and poverty 
and why?  
1.5.3 Subsidiary Questions 
1. What attitudes do rural youth have toward pursuit of a future in farming? 
2. What barriers inhibit those who wish to from pursuing farming?  What changes do 
they believe might enable them to make a decent living from farming? 
For the second stage of research, I divided my time across the two villages, between 
June and October 2017. To begin this phase of the study, I designed in-depth, structured 
interviews to elicit some quantitative and qualitative data of young people residing in those 
households. I decided to employ this method as a starting point for two reasons. Firstly, a 
structured survey interview could produce data that could compare experiences of 
vulnerable youth between the villages. Secondly, as I didn’t know many of the young 
people well, I needed a starting point to introduce myself and explain the nature of the 
research, from which I could build rapport and develop further interactions. I wanted to 
establish a connection with young people who were interested in spending time with me 
over the coming months, to allow me to understand their ‘world’ and what processes shape 
their life experiences. 
Unexpectedly, but fortuitously as it turned out, parents or other household members 
or friends were often present during the interviews. Whilst one criticism of this might be 
that young people were less open or honest in answering sometimes personal questions, I 
 
39 Further details on the selection of young people are provided in chapter 4 and 5.  
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found that the interview became a more fluid and relaxed conversation. This often led to 
other interesting and relevant points that I had not previously known about or considered. 
Thus, while they started out as formal, structured interviews, they usually became much 
richer opportunities for me to observe interactions and gain a more nuanced understanding 
of their lives. For example, interview questions sometimes invoked laughter and joking, 
or more serious, thoughtful banter between the young person and the other household 
member or friend, which revealed much more to me about the nature and depth of family 
and social relations within these households and communities. Where necessary, I met 
with individuals again to follow up on those points in more detail. 
By undertaking interviews in their own homes, I was easily able to observe the daily, 
practical difficulties experienced by young people and discuss from their perspective, the 
limitations on their lives and how they cope. Nearly every day or night, I was invited to 
attend cultural or religious activities, or to ‘hang out’ with them in their homes, or with 
their friends in warung (kiosks). These opportunities were invaluable, enabling me to 
observe and understand more deeply, the various social organisations and relationships 
which mediate their lives. I made descriptive and detailed notes about my daily 
observations. If appropriate, I did this during interviews or events, or soon after. I also 
recorded all but one formal interview (for which I made detailed notes instead) with young 
people so that I could clarify responses during the coding and analysis phase. My research 
assistants who had accompanied me during household interviews of the first phase of the 
ARC research, also assisted during all the formal interviews with young people. This 
allowed me to confirm and clarify my own understanding of answers to questions after we 
had concluded the interviews. Invariably, we engaged in long conversations at the end of 
the working day. This regular practice of debate and discussion consolidated my 
understanding of local farming practices and socio-political processes and how they 
related to young people’s lives. The research assistants also helped me to seek further 
information about aspects of village life from local government offices and district 
officials. Without their assistance and local knowledge this research would undoubtedly 
have been more difficult.  
1.5.4 Data Analysis 
Several methods were used to analyse the quantitative data from 80 household 
surveys and 24 food security surveys undertaken during the first research phase. Analysis 
was undertaken by the ARC project team in Canberra using SPSS and Stata software 
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programs for comparative purposes on Social Protection Programs. Analysis to identify 
youth participants and the socio-economic context of their experience, relied on 
descriptive statistics from the Excel database.  Detailed description of the data collection 
and analysis processes are explained in chapter 3.  
Qualitative data from the youth interviews were organised into tables according to the 
survey questions. Patterns were identified by coding their responses to the questions. 
Written notes and recordings, as well as wide ranging observations of young people’s lives 
and informal conversations with village elites and my own thoughts on emerging themes 
throughout the research process augmented qualitative analysis. Throughout the process, 
I drew on other recent studies and data to compare and support my empirical findings and 
to draw conclusions.  
1.6 Summary of Chapters 
This thesis consists of seven chapters. The first chapter has introduced the study, 
providing context and background to the research. It has identified the research questions 
and outlined the methodology used. The rest of the thesis proceeds as follows:  
Chapter 2 elaborates key concepts and debates within four sets of literature (1) 
poverty alleviation approaches, (2) theoretical approaches to analysing the causal drivers 
of poverty and agrarian change in Southeast Asia, (3) social protection programs, and (4) 
approaches to youth studies. Together, these inform the theoretical and conceptual 
approaches contained in the remaining chapters of this thesis. It argues that poverty in 
upland Java is a multidimensional phenomenon, driven not only by economic deprivation 
and the extent of the ‘trickle-down effect’, but also wider power relationships of age, 
socio-economic class, and gender. 
Chapter 3 presents findings connected to the ARC project and addresses the first three 
research questions, outlined in section 1.5.2. It traces poverty dynamics in both research 
locations, paying attention to the drivers of poverty and vulnerability (including local and 
national processes), and the role of social assistance in alleviating household difficulties. 
Evidence in this chapter supports the argument that multiple factors and processes have 
combined, driving poverty and varying degrees of vulnerability to food insecurity for some 
villagers, whilst enabling others to accumulate wealth. Through a political-economy lens, 
chapter 3 also provides a critical discussion of state and local processes shaping access to 
formal and non-state social assistance and community development programs. Here, it is 
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argued that power relationships, vis a vis local and state government processes, mediate 
the extent to which poor people can gain access to and benefit from SPPs, and so doing, 
overcome their poverty. This argument is advanced further in chapters 4 and 5. 
Chapters 4 and 5 focus on relational experiences of vulnerable young people in 
Cindaga and Kahawa, respectively. Each chapter addresses the two main research questions 
related to young people and the two subsidiary questions, outlined in sections 1.5.2 and 
1.5.3. Twelve youth profiles are presented in chapter 4 and thirteen profiles in chapter 5. 
The young respondents’ narratives highlight the impact of local and national social and 
political economic processes and policies that mediate the experiences of these research 
participants. Each chapter also discusses and explains young people’s perspectives on 
becoming farmers, which are commonly affected by social and political-economic 
processes. Both chapters end with a critical discussion of the main thematic findings related 
to vulnerable young people’s experiences in each village. Chapters 4 and 5 propose that 
even when properly delivered and accessed, current SPPs are more ‘palliative’ than 
‘transformative’ in their impact. Poor households, and young people in them, are largely 
powerless parties in their relationship to SPP bureaucracies, including village government. 
Chapter 6 applies a four-fold relational approach (Hart, 2016)40 to frame a comparative 
discussion on the complex relationships that shape local identities and how these mediate 
young people’s life choices and constraints. In line with the notion that youth is a socially 
constructed category (Leavy & Smith, 2010; White, 2015a), this chapter advances the 
argument that youth experiences are differentiated by power relationships of age, kin and 
gender as well as by differing relational dynamics, characterising the two villages. Based 
on the research findings, I suggest some practical recommendations for delivering more 
inclusive social policies at a local level.  
Finally, Chapter 7 provides a concluding discussion of the research findings and their 
implications for social reproduction in upland Java. I also consider ways that social 
assistance programs could be strengthened to bring about lasting improvements in the lives 
of young beneficiaries. 
 
 
40 A conceptual outline and rationale for using the framework is discussed in Chapters 2 and 6. 
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2.1 Introduction 
I locate the research questions for this thesis within theoretical and scholarly 
literature concerning poverty alleviation and sustainable livelihoods, agrarian transitions, 
social protection, and youth studies. This chapter will review key debates and concepts 
within several sets of literature to inform and guide the rationale for answering the 
research questions.  
The first set of literature provides a review of mainstream approaches for rural 
development and poverty alleviation interventions since the 1980s. The purpose is to 
examine why key development approaches have not led to meaningful long-term 
improvement in rural conditions for a significant proportion of the population in 
developing countries. This leads to the second set of literature which outlines theoretical 
and conceptual approaches for understanding the structures and processes that create 
poverty and drive social change in rural South East Asia. A third set of literature pertains 
to key debates regarding social protection programs, which by the turn of the last decade, 
were coined a ‘quiet revolution’ in the face of “rising vulnerability, poverty, and 
inequality” (A Barrientos & Hulme, 2008, p. 9). The fourth and final set of literature 
critiques approaches for studying ‘youth’ and explains the recent turn to link ‘youth' with 
processes of development. It is here that I bring together the strands of literature and 
debates that underpin the approach to this research. I turn now to review how efforts to 
understand and reduce poverty have changed since the 1980s.  
2.2 Changing Approaches for Poverty Alleviation 
This section provides a review of three significant approaches for understanding and 
reducing poverty in international development since the 1980s. The aim is to provide an 
historical overview that highlights key debates and criticisms within literature and 
development circles. This discussion provides a rationale for the methodological approach 
adopted by the ARC study, which, in turn, informs the ‘relational’ analytical framework, 
employed in this thesis. The first is that of ‘participatory approaches.’ 
2.2.1 Participatory Approaches for Local Development  
Chambers (1983), was a key proponent of ‘participatory approaches’ (PA) in 
development work, with his book Rural Development: Putting the Last First. PA gained 
traction in the 1980s and has become synonymous with concepts of ‘empowerment’ of the 
Chapter 2.  Framing the Research 
27 
‘marginalized’, ‘bottom-up planning’, ‘local knowledge’ and an overall distrust of the state 
which encourages ‘top down’ development, inhibits local participation and ‘disempowers’ 
the people (Henkel & Stirrat, 2001; Morse & McNamara, 2013). The approach was 
championed by development organisations and the World Bank, as a way for participants 
to have their voices heard and local knowledge applied in development planning to bring 
about positive change for rural livelihoods (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Mosse, 2001). By the 
mid-1990s, the approach was popularly adopted among development agencies including 
bilateral, multilateral and non-government organisations and practitioners (Henkel & 
Stirrat, 2001). Indeed, participatory approaches were labelled as “a new orthodoxy in the 
world of development.” (Henkel & Stirrat, 2001, p. 168).  
However, PAs have been widely criticised by both ‘conservatives’ and ‘progressives’ 
for theoretical, methodological weaknesses and practical constraints (Cleaver, 2001; 
Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Henkel & Stirrat, 2001; Hildyard, Hegde, Wolvekamp, & Reddy, 
2001; Mosse, 2001). The ‘conservatives’ contend that local or indigenous knowledge is 
overvalued and that the state may often ‘know better’, while the ‘progressives’ assert that 
participatory approaches don’t necessarily lead to real empowerment because power 
structures in local communities are skewed in favour of the local elite (Henkel & Stirrat, 
2001). According to this view, the potential for participatory approaches to achieve real 
participation and meaningful change for local people are limited because of their tendency 
to pass over political issues (Cleaver, 2001; Henkel & Stirrat, 2001; Hickey & Mohan, 
2005; Mosse, 2010).  
Cooke and Kothari (2001) ask whether participatory approaches are another ‘tyranny’ 
in the development field. They compare the approach to that of Christian missionaries who 
subjugated ‘beneficiaries’ to the rules and institutions of colonial powers and delivered 
little improvement to their lives. Others argue participatory development is too focused on 
the ‘local’ and misses broader structures causing injustice and oppression; lacks complete 
comprehension of the processes of power and how empowerment may be brought about; 
and inadequately understands the roles of structure and agency for realising social change 
(Hickey & Mohan, 2005; Kothari, 2001; Mohan, 2001; Mosse, 1994).  
Despite the criticisms, scholars argue that participatory approaches still have value and 
potential to effectuate transformation and empowerment provided they; (1) are undertaken 
within a political project; (2) specifically aim to secure citizenship rights and participation 
for marginal groups, and; (3) complement other development work to bring about social 
change, rather than act as stand-alone interventions (Hickey & Mohan, 2005; Sabates-
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Wheeler & Devereux, 2007; Scoones, 2009). Hickey and Mohan emphasise the concept of 
citizenship in their argument for relocating participation within the politics of development. 
Of particular relevance to this thesis is their notion of ‘citizenship participation’ which 
explores rights-based approaches “within a broader political, social and historical 
perspective that draws attention to the politics of inclusion and exclusion” (Hickey & 
Mohan, 2005, p. 257). Application of this broadened concept will allow me to analyse how 
effectively and to what extent particular groups (in the case of this research ‘vulnerable 
households’ and ‘young people’ in rural Indonesia) are able to be included in social 
assistance programs, gain access to employment opportunities, and participate in planning 
for local development interventions, such as those funded through the Village Fund.41  
2.2.2 The Sustainable Livelihood Approach  
The Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) built on the participatory approaches to 
development and encompasses methodologies such as rapid rural appraisals, participatory 
poverty assessments and surveys and vulnerability assessments (Scoones, 2015). The SLA 
framework is an evidence-based approach, typically used to design new, or improve 
existing interventions for people living in poverty or vulnerable conditions (DFID, 1999; 
Morse & McNamara, 2013; Morse, McNamara, & Acholo, 2009). The seminal paper 
Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: Practical Concepts for the 21st Century, by Chambers and 
Conway (1992) focused discussion on the concept of ‘sustainable livelihoods’. The paper 
was particularly concerned with improving ‘social sustainability’, equitable access to 
resources and enhancing the livelihood capabilities of the rural poor. The contribution 
made by Chambers and Conway for understanding rural livelihoods inspired the widely 
accepted definition of ‘sustainable livelihoods’ put forward by Diana Carney in 1998:  
A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and 
social resources) and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is 
sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks and 
maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets both now and in the future 
while not undermining the natural resource base. (cited in Morse & 
McNamara, 2013, p. 22).  
By 1999 the SLA was a key poverty reduction strategy of the UK’s Department for 
International Development (DFID) (DFID, 1999; Morse & McNamara, 2013). The 
approach intended to address some criticisms of the earlier participatory approaches, by 
 
41 Undang-Undang Desa No. 6/2014 substantially increased revenue from the central government to village funds. 
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seeking deeper understanding of the processes that create or entrench poverty in local 
communities, through an analysis of the multiple factors that contribute to poverty within 
contexts of vulnerability. The SLA drew attention to five capitals (or assets) that a household 
or individual may require to build their livelihood and wellbeing and exit poverty 
successfully (Abraham & Martin, 2016; Morse & McNamara, 2013). Those five ‘capitals’ 
were; human, natural, social, physical and financial capital (DFID, 1999). The ‘capitals’ 
approach allowed participants to identify and assess the varying degree to which these 
factors exist within their own lives and to what extent they are required for achieving positive 
livelihood outcomes. This was credited by researchers and scholars for being a more 
‘holistic’ way to analyse multidimensional nature of poverty (Krantz, 2001; Scoones, 2015). 
However, the capitals approach was criticised for lacking clarity on how the capitals should 
be measured and analysed (Morse & McNamara, 2013), and because it diverted attention 
from political and institutional features in some livelihood analyses (Scoones, 2009). 
Proponents of the SLA argue that one of its strengths is the way in which the poor are 
directly involved in identifying what ‘sustainable livelihoods’ means to them in their 
specific local context (DFID, 1999; Krantz, 2001; Scoones, 2015). Paradoxically, 
however, another criticism of the framework is that people are ‘invisible’ and that it pays 
little or no attention to ‘culture’ and ‘leisure’, aspects which may have implications for 
how livelihoods are supported (Morse & McNamara, 2013). However, the DFID report 
acknowledged in its Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets that the framework is a 
‘simplification’ of reality and that an in-depth understanding of livelihoods can only occur 
through “qualitative and participatory analysis at a local level.” (DFID, 1999, p. 1). In 
response, Morse and McNamara warn that people’s lives are not simple and the challenge 
of undertaking an SLA is complex. Further, they argue that if the process is undertaken 
quickly, it could lead to a result that is more ‘descriptive’ of people’s lives than 
‘analytical’, and potentially fail to answer the critical questions “why do people have what 
they have and do what they do?” (Morse & McNamara, 2013, p. 45).  
Where an SLA does lead to detailed analysis, Morse and McNamara question whether 
it will necessarily lead to good policy and interventions that will help the participants 
because they are constrained by external factors and limited power (Morse & McNamara, 
2013). In addition, they argue that change may be limited because “those involved in doing 
the SLA are not usually the same actors involved in using the information to bring about 
change” (Morse & McNamara, 2013, p. 44). Meanwhile, Scoones (2009) argues that 
livelihood approaches have made some efforts to include politics and power relations by 
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looking (from the perspective of local participants) at how micro level factors are linked 
to macro policies and institutions. However, it is acknowledged by Scoones (2015) that 
SLA analysis largely misses the role and influence of politics and power relations for 
enabling the poor to access resources and bringing about successful livelihood outcomes, 
instead focusing more on poverty reduction interventions dominated by economic 
concerns. Therefore, although SLA draws on the experiences and knowledge of the people 
it is intended to help, there is a risk that interventions will fail to deliver in the long term 
because they ignore the importance of politics and power relations for accessing resources, 
and how this might limit or constrain opportunities to create sustainable livelihoods.  
This argument is advanced by a ‘relational approach’, which seeks to understand what 
produces and reproduces poverty (Bernstein, 2010b, p. 94). Contrary to the ‘residual’ 
approach which considers market exclusion to be the cause of poverty, a relational theory 
of poverty views the cause to be “the very terms of poor people’s insertion into particular 
patterns of social relations” (Borras, 2009, p. 13). It is necessary, therefore, to consider the 
ways in which the poor engage with wider socio-economic, political and cultural systems 
(Mosse 2010, p. 1158), including how local capitalist relations and factors of production 
facilitate prosperity for some and generate insecurity and poverty for others (Li, 2014, p. 
7). Inherent within a relational perspective, is concern with power inequalities whereby 
the poor, or other marginalised groups, are denied access to public services or are excluded 
or exploited by “market-based services or opportunities” (Green & Hulme, 2005, p. 875). 
Scoones (2015, p. 32) agrees, arguing in his critical reflection of the SLA approach, 
the question of why poverty occurs requires deeper understanding of the social and 
political power relations within institutions, organisations and policies that can either deny 
or facilitate access to land, other resources and opportunities. The argument for a 
‘relational approach’, as outlined above, by scholars such as Bernstein (2010b), Mosse 
(2010) and Scoones (2015), is instructive for research project, and will be adopted in this 
thesis to analyse livelihoods and causal drivers of poverty in mountain Java. This research 
will go beyond just a ‘wealth ranking’ (Scoones, 2015 p. 27-29) participatory exercise42 
and household vulnerability assessment: it will also analyse the social and political 
economy processes (Green & Hulme, 2005; Harris, 2007; Scoones, 2015) which drive 
vulnerability to poverty and constrain the potential of marginalised farmers to build 
sustainable livelihoods. 
 
42 The Stages of Progress methodology entails a wealth ranking activity. Details are discussed in chapter 3.  
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Two theoretical perspectives, specific to agrarian transitions in rural Southeast Asia, 
build on the preceding discussion and are also helpful to frame the analytical approach of 
this study. The ‘Li v Rigg’ debate, discussed below, is instructive for answering the 
question of what drives poverty and vulnerability in the research sites, and for considering 
how rural livelihoods are changing as a result of social, environmental and political 
economy processes. Each perspective contains elements that are applicable for this thesis. 
2.2.3 Approaches for Understanding Drivers of Rural Poverty and 
Agrarian Change 
The first perspective, relevant for understanding agrarian change in the ‘potato boom’ 
village of Cindaga, argues that processes of capitalist development, particularly speculative 
land acquisition for ‘boom crops’, has created ‘winners’ (the wealthy elite) and ‘losers’; a 
landless, rural underclass (Hall, Hirsch, & Murray-Li, 2011; Li, 2014). While the ‘losers’ 
have been unable to accumulate sufficient productive resources and become ‘excluded’ 
from acquiring land, the ‘winners’ increase their wealth through the accumulation of land 
at the expense of the ‘losers’. This approach contends that liberal accounts, which advocate 
for wealth creation through increased productivity, ignore how the structure of capitalist 
relations produces new forms of poverty in rural areas. Similarly, based on research 
undertaken in rural Sulawesi, Li (2012, 2014) demonstrates that capitalist relations of 
competition, profit, credit and land dispossession will bring about poverty and land scarcity 
for some in agrarian communities. As a solution, this argument advocates the need for 
greater state support through effective social protection programs, land distribution, and 
access to jobs for the rural poor so they can remain in their communities (Li, 2014, p. 197; 
Warren & Lucas, 2013, p. 378).  
The second theoretical approach for understanding ‘what is going on’ and why in rural 
areas, views the cause of poverty and ‘deagraranisation’ as a result of low growth in incomes 
and poor returns for small farmers.  Proponents of this perspective argue that low incomes 
and an inability to diversify or grow their production, have rendered agricultural livelihoods 
unviable for many and it is this that creates poverty in rural Southeast Asia. Rather than 
struggling to maintain livelihoods in rural areas through land redistribution and agricultural 
development, the solution, it is argued, is to encourage the poor to leave, by equipping them 
with the skills to “escape from farming” (Rigg, 2006, p. 196). Indeed, Rigg (2006) suggests 
that land reform may not necessarily be the best way to overcome rural poverty, pointing 
out that redistribution of land and investing in farming and agriculture may, in fact support 
the ‘non-poor’, concentrate land and resources among a small and wealthy sub-set of the 
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rural population and exacerbate inequalities. Unable to take up modern farming practices or 
diversify income streams through additional work, this view suggests there is little choice 
available other than to seek alternative employment. Where alternative employment is 
lacking close by, people are compelled to exit agriculture and move away.  
However, despite economic and social transformations in countries where 
deagrarianisation might be expected, small farmers in some parts of East and Southeast 
Asia are ‘holding on’ to their land resiliently (Rigg, Salamanca, & Thompson, 2016). 
Rather than leaving villages in search of work, in some areas of Southeast Asia, “the role 
of the smallholder…appears to be growing.” (Rigg, Salamanca, et al., 2016, p. 119). This 
recent observation led scholars to ask why and how this has occurred when productivity 
appears to have fallen and wages have relatively declined. They argue that non-farm 
employment opportunities have facilitated this phenomenon, enabling small farmers to 
diversify their incomes and remain in-situ. However, Rigg and Oven (2015) point out that 
while income diversification is arguably a sign of small farmers’ resilience, it could also 
indicate induced vulnerability or a combination both of resilience and vulnerability (Rigg 
& Oven, 2015, p. 179). Because one of the aims of this study is to understand whether and 
why the poor and young people in Cindaga and Kahawa are choosing to diversify their 
incomes, rather than concentrate on farming, the perspectives of Rigg (2006), Rigg & Oven 
(2015), and Rigg, Salamanca et al. (2016), will inform the analytical approach of this thesis. 
Key to understanding ‘what is going on’ and why, is the concept of vulnerability.  
‘Vulnerability’ is used conceptually across a range of disciplines including 
economics, psychology and anthropology (Adger, 2006, p. 269). However, it is important 
to understand its meaning and application in the context of this study of livelihoods and 
poverty dynamics, because, as noted by Burg (2008, p. 613), there is considerable 
‘fuzziness’ and ‘confusion’  surrounding the concept. Chambers (1989, p. 1), also pointed 
out its use is often ‘vague’. Vulnerability is sometimes used interchangeably with poverty, 
however “poverty is a state of being” (Rigg, Oven, Basyal, & Lamichhane, 2016, p. 63), 
usually understood in relation to household income and consumption (Chambers, 1989). 
On the other hand, vulnerability is more ‘forward looking’ and ‘predictive’ (Riely, 2000; 
Rigg, Oven, et al., 2016), suggesting that people are vulnerable “to an outcome, from a 
variety of risk factors, because of an inability to cope with those risks.” (IDS 1989 cited 
in Riely, 2000, p. 1). Thus, it is inadequate to describe people “as simply vulnerable: they 
are vulnerable to something [such as] food insecurity.” (Burg, 2008, p. 609). 
The concept of precarity is also useful for this study context, and, like vulnerability, is 
subject to multiple meanings, with its application for studies of the global South contested 
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(Cruz-Del Rosario & Rigg, 2019; Munck, 2013; Standing, 2014). Munck argues that, 
unlike the North43 where job security has only more recently been disrupted by processes 
of globalisation, precariousness and lack of social welfare has always been present for 
millions of workers in the global South (Munck, 2013, pp. 747, 752). According to this 
argument, precarity is not viewed as something ‘new’ in late developing nations and lacks 
relevance in such settings (Ettlinger, 2007; Munck, 2013). However, as argued by Eberle 
and Holliday (2011, p. 374), “there is nothing in the concept that mandates a mature 
industrial trajectory of welfare boom and bust or limits its application to this setting.” 
Furthermore, marginalisation and precarity have been exacerbated in Asia as farmers are 
confronted with “declining terms of trade, shrinking landholdings and growing debts as 
they invest in new farm technologies.” (Cruz-Del Rosario & Rigg, 2019, p. 1).  
In their study of livelihood shocks in rural Nepal, Rigg et al. (2016) distinguish 
between the concepts of vulnerability and precarity to explain why, despite the 
introduction of interventions and assistance programs, some households are unable to 
achieve sustainable livelihoods. Vulnerability, in this context, is framed as something that 
is ‘pre-existing’ and is ‘inherited’ by households as an ‘old poverty’. For example, each 
generation may inherit a smaller amount of land, or continue to lack access to capital or 
credit. Over time, however, vulnerability may be ‘re-worked’ by changing causes and 
processes to produce ‘precarity’ (Rigg et al., 2016, p. 65). 
Thus, these scholars define precarity as a ‘new poverty’, as something that has been 
produced through development interventions and processes intended to minimise inherited 
exposure to vulnerability. For example, farmers are precariously exposed to the risk of 
poor soil quality through increased chemical use, or they may be burdened by 
unsustainable levels of household debt and credit in order to cope with the cost of 
agricultural inputs (Rigg et al., 2016, p. 66). The distinction between the two concepts 
allows for analysis between the different types of causal processes (Rigg et al.,2016) and 
has merit for this study. Accordingly, the terms ‘precarity’ and ‘vulnerability’ will provide 
“opportunity to consider how processes and structures rooted in different times and spaces 
intersect in the construction and sustainability of contemporary livelihoods” (Rigg et al., 
2016, p. 66). In this study, then, the concept of vulnerability is understood to refer to 
‘inherited’ or ‘old’ risks of impoverishment while precarity will be understood as a ‘new’ 
kind of “insecurity and instability and uncertainty.” (Eberle & Holliday, 2011, p. 374).  
 
43 Standing (2014, pp. 970-971) argues that in the global North a new class, the precariat, has emerged as a 
result of globalisation processes, characterised by conditions of job and income insecurity, means-tested 
social assistance, and the erosion of social, economic, political, cultural and citizen rights. 
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Additionally, Rigg, et al., (2016, p. 66) understand precarity in structural terms, 
following the line of argument that market relations can deepen the effects of poverty for 
some, while assisting others (Hickey & du Toit, 2007; Mosse, 2010). This highlights how 
precarity (understood as livelihood insecurity) is produced through multiple processes, 
including lack of stable incomes and lack of social welfare during difficult periods 
(Nooteboom, 2019, pp. 116-117). Another useful insight is the warning that a household 
could be exposed to both vulnerability and precarity simultaneously, creating a ‘double risk’ 
(Rigg et al., 2016). Alternatively, while vulnerability may be declining because of a 
development intervention, a new precarity may arise from the intervention itself, 
jeopardising livelihoods in a different way, or preventing households from taking advantage 
of new opportunities in the future. This implies, therefore, that some responses to difficulties 
may reduce vulnerability to food insecurity in the short term but increase precarity over the 
long term (Rigg et al., 2016, p. 66).  
Meanwhile, Rigg et al (2016, p. 66) acknowledge that scholars such as Munck see 
“marginality, informality and social exclusion…to more accurately convey the nature of class 
relations and class making.” However, the social exclusion approach has been criticised for 
its lack of focus on ‘agency’ and because it risks portraying the marginalised as ‘helpless 
victims’ (Hickey & du Toit, 2007, p. 3). Nevertheless, the poor do have some agency to 
achieve outcomes through various means (Rigg et al., 2016, p. 65). The notion of precarity is 
also linked to the ‘adverse incorporation approach’ (AISE) (Rigg, Oven, et al., 2016, p. 66), 
which emphasises both structure and agency, arguing that economic, social and political 
relations are driven by power inequalities at state, market, community and household levels 
(Hickey & du Toit, 2007, p. 4). Alerted by this theoretical debate, I recognise that aspects of 
all these approaches are likely to be at play and do not ignore the role of social exclusions in 
mediating class relations. Indeed, this is of importance when it is considered that rural youth 
are particularly vulnerable to exclusion and disadvantage (Huxley, 2010, p. 9). As Scoones 
(2015) argues, while binary agency and structure perspectives are very insightful, “it is the 
combination of perspectives that is especially powerful” (Scoones, 2015, p. 39). Accordingly, 
this research heeds the recommendation in livelihood studies to “look simultaneously at both 
structure and agency and the diverse micro-and macro-political processes that define 
opportunities and constraints.” (Scoones, 2009, p. 186).  
Investigating the ‘multiple stressors’ and ‘multiple pathways of vulnerability’ (Adger, 
2006, p. 269) to poverty and livelihood insecurity, and the ways people cope with its 
effects (Scoones, 2015) is central to the sustainable livelihoods approach (Rigg et al., 
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2016). Consequently, the study will focus on explaining these multiple processes whether 
economic, social, political, or environmental, inherited or produced (Rigg, et al., 2016), as 
well as analyse mechanisms for coping. Critical to analysis is the question of access to 
resources such as social assistance, and the role of institutions in mediating their 
distribution (Adger, 2006, p. 277). 
This brings us to the debates concerning the most recent intervention for alleviating 
poverty and vulnerability in developing countries: Social Protection Programs (SPPs). In 
current development discourse, SPPs are widely considered to be an essential means of 
shaping a more equitable pathway of opportunity, achieving social justice and social 
inclusion for the vulnerable and marginalised (Jones & Shahrokh, 2013, p. 1). The 
following section discusses significant debates and contributions by scholars in the 
literature, regarding the effectiveness and limitations of SPPs for poverty alleviation.  
2.2.4 Social Protection Programs: A ‘Quiet Revolution’ in Poverty 
Alleviation Efforts  
While most, but not all44, agree that SPPs are an important tool for alleviating the 
short term effects of poverty (Barrientos & Hulme, 2008; Kidd, 2018), the design of social 
protection programs is subject to intense debate. Contestation within the literature and 
international development circles revolves around two main ‘camps’ (Kidd, 2018; Lavers 
& Hickey, 2016). The first, a neoliberal ‘risk management’ perspective advocated by the 
World Bank and International Monetary Fund (Kidd, 2018, p. 1), argues for a targeted 
approach to SPPs to reduce poverty and the effect of ‘shocks’ through short-term 
assistance to households rather than individuals. These usually take the form of conditional 
cash transfers (CCTs) to poor and vulnerable households, especially those with children. 
CCTs are often considered as a success story in mainstream poverty reduction efforts 
(Carmona, 2014, p. 20). Supporters argue that well designed, and targeted social protection 
systems can and do play a significant role in alleviating poverty, at least in the short term, 
by boosting economic growth in developing and low-income countries (Cichon & Scholz, 
2009; Fiszbrin, Kanbur, & Yemtsov, 2014; Hanlon, Barrientos, & Hulme, 2010; ILO, 
2014; Kanbur, 2014; Slater, 2011).     
 
44 For example, John Gibson (2015) argues that conditional cash transfers may incentivise the poor ‘to stay 
poor’, negatively impact existing informal safety nets and harm economic growth by creating long term fiscal 
obligations on low income countries (J. Gibson, 2015, pp. 654-655).   
Chapter 2.  Framing the Research 
36 
While not disagreeing that SPPs are a necessary public service especially for the 
poorest, (Kidd, 2018; Saad-Filho, 2016), a second perspective is critical of the design and 
effectiveness of targeted measures such as CCTs. Firstly, cash transfers are often very low 
(Saad-Filho, 2016, p. 82) which limits their effectiveness (Kidd, 2018, p. 3). Secondly, 
based on proxy means tests (PMTs45), targeted approaches are often criticised for high 
rates of inclusion and exclusion errors (Kidd, 2018; Kidd, Gelders, & Bailey-Athias, 2017; 
Kidd & Wylde, 2011; Slater, 2011). The views of scholars in this second ‘camp’, are 
applicable to this thesis because it aims to understand the effectiveness of cash transfers 
(the PKH program) for alleviating poverty and vulnerability. Further, this study will also 
analyse villagers’ opinions about the PKH targeting approach, and report on the rate of the 
program’s exclusion errors in the research sites.  
Critics of CCTs point out that they are insufficient to transform the neoliberal 
economic, social and political structures that perpetuate poverty (Saad-Filho, 2016, p. 69). 
Rather, they are designed to act as a short-term ‘safety net’ for poor households. 
Nevertheless, it is also intended that CCTs will transform life chances for young 
beneficiaries in the long term by supporting parents to invest in their child’s education and 
health. Indeed, “CCTs aim to interrupt the intergenerational transmission of poverty” 
(Saad-Filho, 2016, p. 74). Whether long term benefits are realised, however, is dependent 
on “the wage implications of marginally better schooling” (Saad-Filho, 2016, p. 78). 
Evidence for improved learning and nutritional outcomes is mixed, suggesting that if long 
term benefits are to be achieved “CCTs should be combined with other programs to 
improve the quality of the supply of health and education services, and should provide 
other supporting services” (Fiszbein, Schady, & Ferreira, 2009, p. 18). Meanwhile, other 
scholars caution that CCTs may be ineffective for reducing poverty and promoting 
development over the long term because they are predominantly concerned with 
mitigating short term economic risks and ‘smoothing’ consumption (Sabates-Wheeler & 
Devereux, 2007, p. 24). This perspective advances the argument for a ‘transformative’ 
rights based, ‘universal’ and inclusive approach to social protection (Kidd, 2018; Lavers 
& Hickey, 2016) that aims to achieve social equity and empowerment.   
Sabates-Wheeler et al (2007) proposed that a ‘transformative approach’ to social 
protection is required: one based on a broader conceptualisation of vulnerability that 
considers and addresses structural inequalities as causes or drivers of poverty. As Slater 
 
45 PMT in Indonesia will be discussed in detail in chapter 3.  
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and McCord (2009) point out, the concept of transformative social protection encompasses 
social vulnerability as well as economic vulnerability, and “recognises the need for social 
equity as well as protection against livelihood risks.” (Slater & McCord, 2009, p. 22). 
Similarly, Saad-Filho argues that “transformative outcomes require macroeconomic 
policy changes and the elimination of social and economic structures that reproduce 
poverty over time.” (Saad-Filho, 2016, p. 82). Thus, an effective transformative approach 
is one that achieves positive change in unequal power relations and addresses concerns of 
social justice and exclusion over the long term (Sabates-Wheeler & Devereux, 2007). 
Social justice proponents argue that neglecting these aspects runs the risk of perpetuating 
vulnerability drivers and entrenching poverty, the very problem that social protection is 
supposed to address.  
Drawing on previous critical and ground breaking work including Sen’s (1981) 
'capability approach’46 and Sabates-Wheeler and Devereux’s (2007) ‘transformative 
approach’ to social protection, Jones and Shahrokh (2013, p. 13) propose a holistic 
conceptual framework (see Figure 2.1 below) that considers structural influences at multiple 
governance levels as mediating factors for the achievement of social justice outcomes 
through social protection programs. The framework is grounded in recognising the synergies 
and linkages between structural characteristics and political economy dynamics and 
people’s experiences of vulnerability, risk to wellbeing and social justice outcomes. If the 
post-2015 Sustainable Development agenda goals are to be realised, Jones and Shahrokh 
(2013, p. 1) argue that far greater emphasis must be placed on addressing structural 
vulnerabilities and unequal power relations within all levels of societies. Unequal power 
relations and lifelong discrimination, not just low-income levels are considered by 
proponents of the social justice perspective, to be drivers of risk, vulnerability and 
ultimately, ability to cope with and overcome poverty. The transformative approach, 
advocated by Jones and Sharokh (2013), with its focus on delivering social justice outcomes 
through social protection to address structural vulnerabilities and unequal power relations at 
multiple governance levels, augments the analytical framework applied in this thesis. 
 
46 Sen’s approach is a normative, rather than explanatory approach to poverty which claims “freedom to 
achieve well-being is of primary moral importance, and…that freedom to achieve well-being [should] be 
understood in terms of people’s capabilities, that is, their real opportunities to do and be what they have 
reason to value.” (Robeyns, 2016, p. 1). 
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Figure 2.1 Conceptual Framework Diagram  
Source: Jones & Shahrokh, 2013, p. 13. 
The question of whether cash transfers can have wide ranging ‘transformative effects’ 
in terms of social justice, empowerment and equity (Molyneux et al., 2016; Sabates-
Wheeler & Devereux, 2007) is, therefore, of increasing interest for international 
development practitioners and policy planners. While some conditional cash transfer 
programs have started to include social accountability mechanisms such as grievance 
channels, if they are not accompanied by robust and transparent measures or adequate 
information systems, they are unlikely to bring about long-term transformation in the lives 
of the poor and vulnerable (Molyneux et al., 2016, pp. 1095-1096). Proponents of cash 
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transfers also argue they are insufficient for reducing poverty and achieving inclusive 
development if the poor do not have access to other services such as schools, hospitals, land 
and jobs (Hanlon et al., 2010, p. 175). Carroll (2011) agrees, arguing that social assistance 
cannot act as a standalone instrument to overcome poverty and inequality, pointing out that 
“a rights and inequality analysis is largely missing from the social protection debate” 
(Carroll, 2011, p. 6). Her primary concern is that inequality between various marginalised 
groups (for example, between women and men or the poor and elite) is caused by their 
inability to gain access to power, decision making, assets, opportunities and government 
support, which leads to social exclusion; “of course, this state further exacerbates inequality 
and is transmitted from one generation to the other” (Carroll, 2011, p. 6).  
Cleaver (2009), questions the assumption that individual human agency leads to 
empowerment and social justice. The opportunities and resources available to individuals 
for claiming ‘rights’, she argues, are shaped by structure, and “appropriate ways of being 
and behaving are not simply a matter of individual choice” (Cleaver, 2009, p. 130). She 
follows Pierre Bourdieu’s argument that “culture, social institutions, habit and routine 
shape agency” (Cleaver, 2009, p. 130). Cleaver contrasts her view with more ‘optimistic’ 
approaches to agency that emphasise how an individual’s participation in rights-based 
approaches may lead to empowerment (Cleaver, 2009). Criticising these, Cleaver argues 
that more attention must be paid to the constraints that limit the possibilities of individuals 
utilising agency and enacting their rights. She contends that the scope needs to be 
broadened to look at “the importance of structure in patterning inequality and in shaping 
the likely impacts of interventions” (Cleaver, 2009, p. 141). Of relevance to this research, 
is Cleaver’s call for “better explanations of why and how individuals act, and of the 
balance between empowerment and constraint in such actions” (Cleaver, 2009, p. 141). 
To understand how and why individuals are able or unable to gain access to mandated 
rights (education and health services) in rural Indonesia, this study will pay attention to 
socio-cultural and political factors that shape people’s lives. For example, the structural 
impediments that constrain villagers’ access to government services or participation in 
local political processes.  
Increasingly, then, scholars ask how political influences shape social welfare 
assistance in the global South (Barrientos & Pellissery, 2015; de Haan, 2014; Hickey, 
2007; Lavers & Hickey, 2016; Scoones, 2015). While it is acknowledged that the adoption, 
design and implementation of SPPs have political implications, less is known about the 
specific ways in which political processes shape and are shaped by protection policy 
(Hickey, 2007; Lavers & Hickey, 2016). This is a topic that remains under researched in 
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low income and lower middle-income countries (Barrientos & Pellissery, 2015). Indeed, 
it is contended “that politics needs to be at the centre of efforts to understand social 
protection in low income countries” (Lavers & Hickey, 2016, p. 2). Alerted but not 
restricted by these concerns, this thesis will explore how political as well as socio-cultural 
processes shape social protection programs, as well as distribution and access.  
Holding politicians to account is a basic right of citizens in any democracy. However, 
there are now challenges to the assumption that accountability for social protection rests 
solely with the demand by citizens (Hickey & King, 2016). Recently, Hickey and King 
(2016, pp. 1237-1238) have argued that ‘bottom up’ demands for social and politically 
accountability are insufficient for achieving real transformation and empowerment of 
citizens. Like Rosser and van Diermen (2018, p. 313), who highlighted a limited role for 
the poor and their allies in shaping and implementing social policies in Indonesia, Hickey 
and King (2016) point out that the poor and excluded lack power and agency to make 
demands of public officials and the state. Thus, “those most in need of social protection 
are ... the least able to exercise the agency required to demand accountability” (Hickey & 
King, 2016, p. 1237). After reviewing more than 90 social accountability interventions, 
the scholars found that the success of interventions, including social protection 
interventions, is largely dependent on the elected political elites who “hold service 
providers to account” (Hickey & King, 2016, p. 1229). Further, they found some of the 
crucial determinants of their success or failure are (a) the extent to which political will 
exists at multiple levels of governance, and (b) the extent to which political society are 
interested in building alliances with civil organisations and citizens to ensure more 
equitable distribution of resources (Hickey & King, 2016). This perspective highlights 
how structural inequalities and unequal power relations have been ignored in the social 
protection debate (Jones & Shahrokh, 2013, p. 1). Additionally, it shows how difficult it 
is for the poor and vulnerable to hold politicians to account and claim entitlements.  
A survey undertaken in 2013 by the Research Centre for Politics and Government at 
Gadjah Mada University (UGM), found that most Indonesians want an efficient public 
welfare system, as promised to them by the state and regional politicians during their 
campaigning in the lead up to elections (Savirani & Tornquist, 2015, p. 26). Indeed, 65% 
of the survey respondents believed that social welfare should be managed by the state or 
local governments and only 0.5% believed that family or kin should play a role (Savirani 
& Tornquist, 2015, p. 26). This suggests Indonesians are becoming increasingly more 
progressive. However, as the researchers point out, historically the general population and 
civil society organisations in Indonesia have not expected governments to deliver social 
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welfare. Rather, electoral candidates came to advocate social protection measures to 
constituents in order to win popularity and gain votes (Savirani & Tornquist, 2015, p. 31). 
These promises, however, are not necessarily delivered once candidates secure their 
position in office (Hiariej, 2015, p. 93), and tend to be over ridden by patronage-based 
interests and continuing oligarchic structures of power (Hiariej, 2015, p. 73). 
Proponents of a structural political economy approach identify these kinds of 
individuals as opportunists (Hutchison, Hout, Hughes, & Robison, 2014, pp. 107-108) 
whose real interest in pro-poor reform is largely to improve their own position, at least 
initially. In the longer term, these kinds of individuals may usefully embrace a reform if 
their own power position or the stability of existing political order is improved (Hutchison 
et al., 2014, p. 108). A key difference between Indonesia and countries which have strong 
welfare systems, is that public demands among the latter are made on governments to 
establish and continue delivering public welfare programs (Savirani & Tornquist, 2015, p. 
31). The role of civil society and grass roots organisations to campaign for political 
accountability is thus critical, along with “adequate and accessible information systems, 
feedback loops and monitoring and evaluation procedures” (Molyneux et al., 2016, p. 
1095). Hickey and King argue this could be advanced if citizens come to view social 
protection interventions as ‘entitlements’ and not just “as a form of patronage” (Hickey & 
King, 2016, p. 1236). In the context of decentralisation and democratisation in Indonesia, 
demands by ordinary people on the state and on local governments, may lead to more 
effective social protections. However, this would require power to be shifted away from 
predatory networks operating within the political and business realms towards the poor 
and their NGO allies (Rosser and van Dierman, 2018, p. 324). Alerted by the views of 
structural political economists outlined here, this thesis seeks to understand the extent to 
which poor and vulnerable citizens perceive social assistance programs as ‘entitlements; 
their ‘appetite’ to demand political accountability for how Village Funds are used, and 
their ability to access information about social assistance programs.   
This section has outlined debates within social protection literature with several 
arguments highlighted for their applicability to this research. The next section turns to a 
fourth set of literature, one which calls for young people’s lives to be analysed in relation 
to wider processes (Huijsmans, 2016; Sukarieh & Tannock, 2016; White, 2015b). I will 
highlight key theoretical and conceptual debates to frame the approach for the study of 
vulnerable young people in chapters 4, 5 and 6.  
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2.3 Young People and Rural Development: Approaches to 
Youth Studies 
Two significant approaches for understanding young people have dominated the 
youth studies literature since the early 1990s: the youth transitions approach and the youth 
culture perspective (Gough et al., 2013, p. 2). The youth transition approach (also known 
as ‘life stage’ approach) understands youth to be a distinct period that young people pass 
through before reaching an independent and mature adulthood (Gough et al., 2013, p. 2). 
This perspective assumes a ‘linear’ pathway to adulthood where young people transition 
from school to work, leave home, marry and become a parent, an approach which is more 
likely to emphasise how social inequalities are reproduced as youth transition to adulthood 
(Furlong, 2013, p. 5). The approach has been criticised for its focus on ‘futurity’ and for 
inadequately addressing the complexity of life paths that young people take, particularly 
in developing countries (Gough et al., 2013, p. 3).  
In contrast to the transitions approach, the youth culture approach focuses on the 
experiences of youth as a distinctive group in the present moment, prioritising the sub-
cultures and styles of young people (Gough et al., 2013, p. 3). The cultural perspective has 
been a greater advocate for the agency of youth than the transitions approach, however it 
has been criticised for being too narrow in focus, under-valuing the wider structural 
societal issues which shape the experiences of youth (Gough et al., 2013, p. 3). The work 
in this field has also been criticised for its tendency to present youth as male, delinquent 
and deviant (Leavy & Smith, 2010, p. 3). Conversely, it is also argued in the literature that 
youth are often conceptualised as being ‘victims of society’ or ‘at risk’ to others or 
themselves and in need of adult guidance (Mader, 2015). These kinds of accounts assume 
that young people are “without agency or under the agency of adults. However, young 
people do have agency and are also current members of society, not just citizens of the 
future, and are in a state of being not just becoming” (Leavy & Smith, 2010, p. 5).  
The critical literature on both approaches suggest that by themselves, neither will be 
sufficient to understand the forces mediating vulnerable young people’s experiences now, 
their aspirations for the future or how social assistance intervenes in their lives. Indeed, it 
has been argued that the separate approaches to youth studies are “unnecessary and that 
the two can be usefully combined” (Gough et al., 2013, p. 3). Other scholars support this 
recent turn, arguing that youth agency is “absolutely significant” to youth studies, “but 
there needs to be a balanced attention to how local experiences, ideas and actions work 
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within structural contexts.” (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2016, p. 138). White (2015a, p. 4) 
argues that a combined approach is necessary so that ‘youth studies’ does not “isolate itself 
from broader studies of social change.”  Thus, studies of youth in developing countries 
have begun to situate young people in relation to others, mainly adults, and within wider 
processes of social production and development such as education, health care, social 
welfare and employment (White, 2015a, p. 9). This necessarily focuses attention on young 
people’s engagement in political processes, which “in youth studies has always been 
relatively neglected” (Furlong, 2011, p. 58). It is appropriate and pragmatic, then, for this 
thesis, to adopt a ‘relational approach’ for analysing the experiences of young people from 
vulnerable households. As explained by Huijsmans (2017), a relational approach “is about 
tying together different things, actors, dimensions, dynamics or forces. It emphasises 
relationships, networks, friction, interaction, negotiation, the everyday and power” 
(Huijsmans, 2017, p. 4). 
The concepts of ‘age’, ‘generation’ and ‘social reproduction’ are central in framing a 
relational approach to youth and development (Huijsmans, 2016; White, 2015a). As 
indicated in chapter 1, the notion of ‘chronological age’ is often employed by development 
agencies such as the UN and by the state to deliver ‘youth specific’ initiatives including 
conditional cash transfers (CCTs) and ‘mass education’ (Huijsmans, 2017, p. 9).  
An alternative to ‘chronological age’, and one that will be employed in chapter 6 for its 
potential to reveal a more nuanced understanding of the processes shaping young lives, is the 
concept of ‘social age’ (Clark-Kazak, 2009; Hart, 2016). The concept of ‘social age’ 
recognises that apart from its chronological definition, age also has social meaning47 within 
different contexts and realities (Clark-Kazak, 2009). Critical for this study, the concept of 
social age analysis enables “practitioners, policy-makers and analysts to 
contextualise…young people’s experiences within broader social, economic and political 
processes” (Clark-Kazak, 2009, p. 1320), rather than just targeting ‘young people’ as an 
isolated group based on normative assumptions of chronological age. It also facilitates 
understanding of the forces shaping young people’s lives because their voices “remain mostly 
excluded from policy making and program interventions” (Huijsmans, 2016, p. 15). 
The concept of ‘generation’ is also key to the relational approach of youth and 
development. Karl Mannheim (1923, 1952) first brought attention to its importance in his 
essay The Problem of Generations (1923) where, as White (2015a, p. 11) notes, he used the 
 
47 Based on socially constructed behaviours and roles. 
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concept of ‘generation’ to explain processes of social change. Like the concept of age, 
Mannheim (1923, 1952) theorised that the term generation can be conceptually understood in 
more than one way: firstly, as a ‘generation location’ (or ‘cohort’) to categorise people born in 
the same decade or year. While this is not particularly relevant in theoretical or practical terms, 
it does provide the basis for all data collection and analysis (White, 2015a, p. 8). 
A second meaning of ‘generation’ and one of relevance to this study, is the notion 
that the youth generation is ‘relational’ to adults. Here, differences between youth and 
adults are important, but so too are “particular forms of youth-adult relationship” (White, 
2015a, p. 8). Hence, generation can be understood more like other social constructions, 
such as gender and class, and can be used to analyse how social relations mediate the 
construction of youth as a social category, creating difference and inequality between them 
(White, 2015a, p. 8).  
As White (2015a, p. 12) notes, “identities are produced collectively, and in this process 
class, ethnicity, religion, and sexuality intersect in varying combinations, whether we are 
talking of organized political, occupation, or religious organizations.” Thus, the notion of 
intersectionality is another important element of the relational approach, assisting 
researchers to explain “the dynamic links and tensions between different, cross-cutting 
(‘intersecting’) axes of identity and difference” (White, 2015a, p. 6) in young people’s 
lives. These include intersections of gender, generation, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, 
and education (Gough et al., 2013; White, 2015a). These factors are critical in comparing 
and analysing the lives of vulnerable youth in Cindaga and Kahawa, and for considering 
implications of development processes for social reproduction in these communities.  
A third meaning describes generation as one that shares “the same historical and social 
events” (White, 2015a, p. 8), allowing it to “see itself as distinct from previous generations” 
(Ansell, 2016, p. 322). Mannheim theorised that this awareness and distinction may then 
propel young people to act as “a meaningful social and political category” (White, 2015a, 
p. 8), potentially bringing about revolutionary change. In the case of Indonesia, it is often 
the youth that have instigated or demanded dramatic social, political and cultural change 
(White, 2015a, p. 8). In 1966, youth played a key role in the demise of the Sukarno regime 
through street protests and three decades later, angered by the collapse of the economy and 
high unemployment, youth once again led protests contributing to the overthrow of Suharto 
in 1998. These defining events in Indonesia’s past demonstrate that when sufficiently 
frustrated and angered by ineffectual politicians, young Indonesians have responded with 
passion and a commitment to drive change. However, since then, it has been noted that 
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Indonesian youth seem to have lost a shared political purpose (Nilan, 2004, p. 190), gaining 
instead a “new non-political cultural identity” (White, 2015a, p. 12).48  
What might this mean for my study participants? To what extent are vulnerable young 
people interested or encouraged to participate in local politics, planning and decision 
making? Who is included or excluded and why? Are they participating actively in grass 
roots youth organisations, making demands for improved public services in their local area? 
If, as claimed, most Indonesians are aware of state and regional promises for ‘public 
welfare’ (Savirani & Tornquist, 2015), are the young people vocalising their concerns about 
the specific issues confronting them in rural areas and are local elites paying attention to 
them? And if not, why? Further, if my research participants do not have a shared political 
purpose to drive social change, through what other processes or organisations do they 
derive meaning or purpose, arguably producing a ‘collective identity’? 
A fourth understanding of ‘generation’ is as a ‘life stage’ (Hart, 2016; Kertzer, 1983) 
which “refer[s] to a particular segment of the life course” (Kertzer, 1983, p. 128). 
However, the term has been criticised for implying that life courses are linear and arranged 
in stages (Ansell, 2016; Jones, 2016). Instead, Ansell adopts the term ‘life phase’, arguing 
that it better reflects how life courses “are fluid and relationally constructed” (Ansell, 
2014, p. 291). For the purposes of this research, which adopts a relational approach to 
understanding youth and development, the term ‘life phase’ will be applied.  
As a tool of analysis, a relational approach, with its emphasis on the concepts of age 
and generation, helps to explain how young people and communities are transformed by 
development processes including neoliberal modernisation processes and interventions 
that respond and contribute to these (Ansell, 2014, p. 283).49  Like the youth transitions 
approach, however, this approach has been criticised for its focus on ‘the future’ (Ansell, 
2014, p. 284) rather than on the “young as social actors in the present” (Hart, 2016, p. 39). 
However, it is important to bear in mind that “what the young may become is an issue of 
reflection and daily activity for both themselves and those around them in the present” 
(Hart, 2016, p. 39). Further, as Hart argues, it is also important to pay attention to the ways 
that the past informs young lives in the present and their future aspirations or ‘imaginings’ 
 
48 This point is now debatable. In September and October 2019, thousands of students protested in Jakarta 
and other cities across Indonesia, against planned legal reforms by President Jokowi which will erode civil 
liberties and weaken democratic institutions including the Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) (ABC 
News, 2019). 
49 The term ‘generationing’ focuses “on the fundamental role generation plays in development processes” 
(Ansell, 2014, p. 284). 
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(Hart, 2016, p. 39). Thus, this study considers how the attitudes of older generations, 
shaped by historical processes, impact young lives today. Further, it will touch on some 
‘regrets’ of some ‘older’ youth participants which informs their present-day life 
experiences and consider what this might mean for their futures and their communities. 
Another concern with the approach may be that it pays insufficient attention to young 
people’s agency (Ansell, 2014). Yet, agency is critical for producing a range of different 
relationships, which “channel power, reinforcing or shifting patterns of dominance, an 
aspect that…demands more attention” (Ansell, 2014, p. 284). Thus, this study will identify 
how vulnerable young people navigate various relationships, why, and what this might 
mean for social reproduction. 
In the context of this research, social reproduction refers to the “material social 
practices through which people reproduce themselves on a daily and generational basis” 
(Katz, 2001, p. 709). It encompasses political-economic, cultural and environmental 
aspects (Katz, 2001), comprising “both horizontal (day-to-day) and vertical (through time) 
elements and involves all four concepts of generation” (Ansell, 2014, p. 285). As White 
suggests, social reproduction may lead to ‘radical transformations’ in the way social 
groups or societies are reproduced but this does not necessarily mean it has to be in a 
successive or identical manner (White, 2015a, p. 9). More likely, in the context of this 
research, is the argument that underinvestment by governments in public services (health, 
education, social assistance) and limited work opportunities leads youth to depend on 
families, employ informal coping mechanisms or devise their own ‘survival strategies’ 
(White, 2016 p. 9). This might mean that friendships become particularly influential and 
provide strong supportive roles (Parker, 2016). This is of direct relevance to this research: 
analysis of social relations within households, between friends and more widely within 
communities will provide a lens through which to understand socio-cultural influences on 
young people’s lives and what this might mean for their future trajectories. I now turn to 
consider another strand of literature, which focuses on the changing nature of livelihood 
options for young people.  
Vandergeest (2012) found that many younger people in Southeast Asia want to move 
into education and training opportunities that will enable them to build careers outside of 
farming and escape poverty. However, he also found that “many people who are still quite 
young … and beginning to have families find that agrarian livelihoods are still a desirable 
alternative” (Vandergeest, 2012, p. 155). These seemingly contradictory findings are 
supported by the argument that it should not be taken for granted that young people are 
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uninterested in pursuing farming, even though one-third of Indonesians aged 15 to 24 years 
are unemployed in rural areas (Naafs & White, 2012). Rather, wider political-economic, 
generational and social factors work against their interest or capacity to take up farming as 
a career or livelihood (White, 2012a, p. 9). For example, the expansion of formal secondary 
education has neglected to teach farming skills and downgraded farming as a worthy 
pursuit. Also important are the narrowing opportunities to access land and encouragement 
or compulsion by parents to move away and find work (White, 2012, 11).  
Recent research continues to support the argument that agricultural work is less 
appealing to the current generation of young Indonesians, even while small scale farming 
remains the largest single source of employment for rural youth (AKATIGA & White, 
2015). The researchers found that high land prices driven by speculators, low farm incomes 
and limited employment contributes to young people’s decisions to move away from rural 
areas. Another researcher, Karimasari (2014), argues that whether youth are attracted to 
agricultural work is dependent on their social background, the nature of involvement 
available, and crucially, whether it could lead to upward social mobility. Thus, 
understanding what the barriers are for young people to take up farming is important if 
smallholders are to meet Indonesia’s future food self-sufficiency demands. The issue of 
limited access to land for young people must be addressed by policy makers, and in addition 
young people need to be attracted to farming and rural life (AKATIGA & White, 2015).  
This study will build on these findings to explore the processes and structural barriers 
limiting or alternatively, creating alternative opportunities for disadvantaged young people 
to pursue farming and rural life. If agricultural employment continues to shrink,50 becomes 
unproductive or too difficult to pursue for a variety of reasons, then the implications may 
be significant for a generation of young people and intensify the scale of vulnerability for 
rural households. Therefore, this research seeks to understand what vulnerable young 
people are doing and why. It will also consider whether any social protection programs 
are providing support to assist young people to remain in their villages and build 
sustainable farming futures or alternative rural livelihood options.   
This section has provided an outline of the different ways that ‘youth’ is understood, 
and key approaches to study the lives and vulnerability faced by young people. Recently, 
a turn towards relational studies of youth, taking account of age, generation, social 
reproduction, and intersectionality have assisted scholars to link the study of youth with 
 
50 Refer to chapter 1 for recent sectoral trends.  
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development in the ‘global south’.  By drawing on these concepts and adopting a relational 
approach as a framework, chapters 4, 5 and 6 explain how vulnerable young people’s 
experiences are shaped by political, economic, cultural, and environmental forces inherent 
with household, local and wider social relations. Chapters 4 and 5 apply a political-
economic lens through which analyse development processes of education, health care, 
social assistance, and employment. By contrast, Chapter 6 focuses on analysing the socio-
cultural factors mediating four sets of social relationships, across both villages. 
2.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined key concepts and debates within four sets of literature (1) 
poverty alleviation approaches dating from the 1980s, (2) theoretical explanations for 
understanding causal drivers of poverty and agrarian change in Southeast Asia, (3) the turn 
towards social protection policies for poverty reduction, and (4) concepts and approaches 
for bridging youth studies and development. Together, these inform the theoretical and 
analytical approaches adopted in the following chapters of this thesis. Chapter three traces 
poverty dynamics in both study locations. It pays attention to the causal drivers of poverty, 
vulnerability and precarity (including local and national processes), and the role of social 
assistance in alleviating household difficulties.  
The subsequent chapters focus on the experiences of vulnerable young people in the 
two upland villages which were the focus of this field study. Chapters 4 and 5 present 
profiles of young people from vulnerable and poor households in Cindaga and Kahawa 
villages, respectively. Their stories highlight local and national, social, and political-
economic processes that mediate the experiences of the research participants. Each chapter 
also discusses young people’s perspectives on becoming farmers, which intersects with 
other social and political economic dynamics.  
Chapter 6 utilises a four-fold relational approach (Hart, 2016)51 to frame a 
comparative discussion on the complex relationships that shape local identities, and the 
structural forces that mediate vulnerable young people’s lives and prospects. Attention 
will be paid both to gendered experiences and to how youth experiences differ between 
the two villages by virtue of location, cultural and religious factors, proximity to education 
and health services and work opportunities. 
 
 
51 A detailed outline and rationale for the framework is outlined at the beginning of chapter 6.  
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Poverty, Vulnerability and Social 
Protection in Mountain Java: 
The ‘Haves’ and the ‘Have Nots.’ 
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3.1 Introduction: Livelihoods in Upland Java  
Java, the most fertile island of Indonesia, covering just 6.8% of the country’s total land 
area (Syuaib, 2016, p. 172) is also home to 56% of Indonesia’s 260 million people (BPS, 
2017b). Despite a decrease of 4.5 million farming households, representing a 25 percent 
decline in the total number of farming households on Java between 2003 and 201352 (BPS, 
2013b, p. 6), smallholder agriculture remains a significant source of work for millions on 
the island. In 2013, 13.4 million Javanese households worked in agriculture, representing 
approximately 50 percent of Indonesia’s total farming households (BPS, 2013b, p. 6).53 
According to government statistics, in 2013 approximately 75 percent of land-owning 
households in Java controlled less than 0.5ha (BPS, 2013a, pp. 28-29), meaning that most 
farmers were considered to be petani gurem54 or ‘marginal’ and vulnerable to poverty55  
(Ambarwati et al., 2016, p. 289). However, in largely unirrigated parts of upland Central 
Java and Special Regency of Yogakarta (DIY), represented in this study, fertile volcanic 
soil, high rainfall and intensive farming practices have facilitated relatively high 
horticultural productivity enabling many smallholders to escape from the worst forms of 
poverty. At the same time, a small number have also managed accumulate substantial 
wealth by speculating in land and employing wage labourers.  
Nevertheless, almost 30 years ago, Robert Hefner observed that although ‘absolute 
landlessness’ was not widespread, and a middle class suppressed the gap between rich and 
poor, mountain villagers in Java “will quietly acknowledge that there are ‘haves’ … and 
‘have nots’ … in their communities” (Hefner, 1990, p. 154). From the 1970s, commercial 
agriculture developments brought “outside investors, wage labour, and new forms of social 
differentiation” (Hefner 1990, p. 157). Indeed, Ben White (1989) noted that differentiation 
“involves a…process of change in the ways in which different groups in rural society…gain 
access to the products of their own or others’ labour, based on their differential control over 
production resources and often, but not always, on increasing inequalities in access to land” 
(White, 1989, p. 20). 
 
52 Figures calculated based on BPS statistics. In 2003 there were 17,955,843 agricultural households across 
Java. By 2013 the number had fallen to 13,428,498 (BPS, 2013b, p. 6).  
53 There were 26,135,469 farming households across Indonesia in 2013 (BPS, 2013, p. 5). 
54 Petani gurem are households that own or control less than 0.5ha.  
55 The assumption that farmers with less than 0.5ha of land lack productivity and that decent incomes can 
only be attained with 2ha, has been questioned by Ambarwati et al. (2016, p. 290). They “argue that policies 
should re-engage with supporting smallholder agriculture, discourage speculation and accumulation in land 
and find ways to provide users of land with secure tenure.” (J. F. McCarthy & Robinson, 2016, p. 8).  
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In the case of upland Java, wealthier landowners stepped back from on-farm work to 
pursue more lucrative activities, so they “created new employment opportunities for the poor” 
(Hefner, 1990, p. 158). This was generally viewed as a positive development, as the poor and 
smallest landowners were offered alternative means to survive. However, because of 
smallholders’ “shrinking landholdings, and [being] drawn more firmly into national markets 
and politics… a more class-stratified village [was] emerging” (Hefner, 1990, p. 158).  
Although life has generally improved for many in upland Java since then, processes and 
mechanisms generating inequality and poverty have continued. The story that emerges from 
this study of smallholder agriculture in two mountain locations over the past 30 years, is one 
of contrasts. On the one hand we see ‘the haves’ – wealthy villagers operating efficient, 
larger farms or lucrative non-farm businesses. On the other hand, we see the ‘have nots’ – 
villagers with little or no land or capital, whose livelihoods largely depend on labouring or 
informal work, and local forms of social assistance to ‘get by’. 
Rather than explaining poverty and vulnerability as just a lack of something, such as 
freedom and rights, it is important to understand what is present within communities that 
causes poverty (Green & Hulme, 2005, p. 873). Thus, this chapter seeks to understand and 
explain “the structural constraints, social relations and cultural norms that make people 
poor and perpetuate this condition” (Rigg, 2016, p. 200). To remind the reader, the aim of 
this chapter is to answer the following key questions: (1) What drives vulnerability and 
poverty in upland Java today? (2) Who is ascending from and descending into poverty and 
why? (3) How effectively do social assistance programs address vulnerability and food 
insecurity in mountain Java?  
Section 2 of this chapter begins with a descriptive overview of the two mountain desa 
(villages): Cindaga and Kahawa. The choice of study locations was guided by their 
differences: size, agricultural production, their (relative) proximity to larger centres for 
alternative work and education opportunities, and degrees of vulnerability and poverty, to 
compare processes driving poverty dynamics and forms of food insecurity. Within this 
section, I also explain the methodology used to determine how poverty and wealth dynamics 
are understood in the two villages.  
Section 3 and 4 focuses on explaining causal drivers of poverty and wealth in each 
village. To frame the discussion, I follow the line of argument that a ‘specific conjunction 
of factors’ combines to shape people’s lives in different ways at a particular time and place 
(Li, 2014, p. 4). By adopting the ‘analytic of conjuncture’ (Li, 2014, p. 16), evidence is 
presented to support the central argument that particular sets of socio-economic relations, 
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political processes and environmental factors have combined, driving poverty, as well as 
wealth accumulation, in upland Java. We see that the horticultural industries and the social 
and political-economic processes underlying them, have enabled ‘the haves’ to accumulate 
profits for further investments. Concurrently, the ‘have nots’, especially disadvantaged 
young people with aspirations of becoming farmers, are increasingly ‘squeezed out’ from 
owning productive resources including land, access to capital and (affordable) inputs 
including water for irrigation. Non-farm industries have also arisen in each village over 
the last decade, providing alternative work opportunities for the poor: however, each of 
these opportunities has its own set of challenges for overcoming structural forms of 
poverty, vulnerability to food insecurity and for the local environment. 
Section 5 of this chapter moves onto findings of the follow up paceklik (food scarcity) 
survey. This provides a snapshot of seasonal food poverty and nutritional insecurity 
afflicting some people during the paceklik period in each of the villages. In section 6, 
findings from the household livelihood survey and focus group discussions are analysed 
to explain the effectiveness of social protection programs in addressing poverty and 
vulnerability in ‘mountain agricultural villages.’ Here, attention is paid to the Family Hope 
Program (PKH), Indonesian Health Assistance for the Poor (JKN-KIS), and Rice for the 
Poor (Rastra), and how they intersect with local social processes including ‘the moral 
economy’ and perceptions of what constitutes ‘fairness’. The analysis provides insights 
into challenges of accessibility to these programs and concerns around the distribution of 
cash benefits. Although each government program is undoubtedly helpful for alleviating 
household financial burdens at least in the short term, findings from the study highlight 
several social and structural challenges that undermine their efficacy in solving critical 
challenges related to poverty and vulnerability in the long term. Section 6 also analyses 
the effectiveness of informal social assistance and awareness of how Village Funds are 
used. Finally, section 7 of the chapter concludes with suggestions for improving social 
protection to address poverty and vulnerability more effectively in an upland context.  
3.2 An Overview of the Research Locations 
According to government website figures, 8.21 percent56 of the population in Sleman 
district, the location of Kahawa village, lived in poverty in 2016 (BPS Sleman, 2017b). 
For the purposes of this study with a focus on vulnerability, it is noteworthy that 19.66 
percent of households in Sleman district were also considered ‘vulnerable to poverty’ 
 
56 Poverty line as Rp334,406 (US$24) per person per month (BPS Sleman, 2017b). 
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(BPS Sleman, 2017a). Meanwhile, in Wonosobo district in 2016, the site of Cindaga 
village, a high percentage of the population (20.53%) lived below the poverty line57 
(Diskominfo Kabupaten Wonosobo, 2017, p. 137). 
Cindaga, situated in the cool climes of the Dieng Plateau in Central Java, is a small 
settlement, with a population of just 1,267 comprising 344 households (BPS Wonosobo, 
2017, pp. 41-50). This village is located at a high altitude, approximately 2300 metres above 
sea level. Most villagers (91%) nominate themselves as potato farmers or labourers (2%) 
while 7% work as traders, in business, as government employees or construction labourers 
(Santoso, 2015, p. 66). Other crops grown include carrot, cabbage and carica fruit (a 
mountain variety of pawpaw). From 2010 a thriving tourism industry emerged, offering 
villagers new opportunities, although for most, these are casual and provide only 
supplementary incomes. All villagers are Muslims and Islamic education is strongly valued. 
In 2017 the first junior high school (SMP) and a pesantren (Islamic boarding school) 
opened in the village. However, the nearest high school (SMA) is approximately 20km 
from the village. This reflects the low high school graduation rate: village records revealed 
that in 2014 only 1.9% of the village population had completed SMA. 
In comparison to Cindaga, Kahawa village is much larger, with a population of 
9,369, comprising between 3,220 and 3,644 households and 16 hamlets.58 Kahawa is 
located 50 minutes by car from the city of Yogyakarta, and lies between 600 to 980 metres 
above sea level on the southern base of Mount Merapi, one of the world’s most active 
and dangerous volcanoes. Paradoxically, Mt Merapi presents a source of change for the 
community, “sometimes for ill and sometimes for good.” (Dove, 2008, p. 334). While 
fertile volcanic soil facilitates agricultural productivity and the sand provides work for 
labourers and traders (although it is dangerous manual work in itself), violent eruptions 
are a risk to lives and livelihoods.  
In 1994, 20 of the village’s residents were killed and many households were relocated. 
In 2010, another 273 people across the Sleman regency lost their lives and many villagers 
were evacuated for up to four months. On both occasions local livelihoods were severely 
disrupted, and villagers experienced significant damage to their homes and crops, along 
with food shortages. The state provided villagers with some compensation in the form of 
goats, cows and salak pondoh (a variety of snakeskin fruit) seedlings, to encourage 
 
57 Rp297,422 (US$21) per person per month (Diskominfo Kabupaten Wonosobo, 2017, p. 139). 
58 Four key dusun (hamlets) were selected with input from local community members to capture a 
representative sample and cross section of the village. Total population of these four hamlets 2,927 and total 
number of households 1,028.  
Chapter 3.  Poverty, Vulnerability and Social Protection in Mountain Java 
54 
market-oriented activities to improve prosperity. Other commonly grown horticultural 
products include mango, jackfruit, avocado, coffee, cassava and chillies, bamboo and 
sengon trees.59 Labouring (cutting grass, sand quarrying), milk production, tourism (jeep 
drivers and small food stalls on Mt Merapi) small businesses (hair salon, laundry, and 
small shops) provide other local employment opportunities. 
3.2.1 Poverty Dynamics: Stages of Progress and Wealth Ranking 
Activities 
The Stages of Progress (SoP) approach (Krishna, 2005), adopted for the comparative 
Australian Research Council project on social protection policy in which this researcher 
was involved, sought to understand how locals define and understand vulnerability, 
poverty, and wealth in their village. The exercise was undertaken in small focus group 
discussions (FGD) in each village with the aim of understanding four ‘wealth categories’60 
as perceived in the village. The group discussions provided insight into processes causing 
villagers to fall into or escape from poverty, and local views on how differential patterns 
of wealth have emerged between households. The second step used community input to 
rank households according to those wealth categories. The third step was to randomly 
select a statistically representative sample of the local population according to each wealth 
category. Finally, the fourth step was to conduct 40 household surveys in each village.61 
After several meetings with the village government officials, including the Kepala 
Desa (village head) and Kepala Dusun (hamlet head) in Cindaga, to explain the purpose 
of the research project and the SoP methodology, verbal permission was granted to 
undertake a small FGD with community members. Village officials extended invitations 
to community representatives to attend the FGD in a mushola (prayer hall) commonly used 
for local meetings. Ten women attended along with two male village government officials. 
To begin, the purpose of the FGD, including the SoP methodology was explained to the 
participants to ensure they understood the aim of the exercise. In the context of their own 
village, they were asked to agree on the stages that poor households follow as they exit 
from poverty. Participants were asked what item a household would typically buy if they 
have a little money. Then, as they had some more money what they would buy next, and 
 
59 A species of hardwood tree supplied as timber for the construction industry.  
60 Category A: remained poor, Category B: escaped poverty, Category C: fell into poverty, Category D: 
remained non-poor over a 25-year period, 1991-2016. 
61 This research is part of an Australian Research Council funded project (Household Vulnerability and the 
Politics of Social Protection in Indonesia: Towards an Integrated Approach; Project Number DP140103828 
comprising seven team members, each of whom also conducted 40 household surveys in 2 villages. 
Chapter 3.  Poverty, Vulnerability and Social Protection in Mountain Java 
55 
so on. In total, the FGD participants listed and agreed on 17 stages of progress, from 
buying rice (stage one), to paying for school fees (stage six, poverty cut-off), giving 
sedaqoh62 (stage 11, middle-class cut-off), buying land (stage 15), owning a homestay 
(stage 16) and sending children to university (stage 17, or highest indicator of wealth). 
In Kahawa, it was necessary to conduct the SoP and ranking exercise slightly 
differently to what occurred in Cindaga because the population of the village is larger,63 
consisting of 14 hamlets and is rather spread out.64 To begin, I met and discussed the aims 
of the project with a small focus group of six villagers, comprising one of the Head of 
Ringkih hamlet, his wife and four other community representatives from the Pembinaan 
Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Family Welfare Movement, PKK). The group suggested four 
key dusun (hamlets65) which could capture a representative sample and cross section of the 
village. The group agreed that between them, they had enough local knowledge to complete 
the SoP activity66 but suggested the household wealth ranking exercise should be conducted 
at the village government office building so the head of the village could attend.  
Like the SoP undertaken in Cindaga, the Kahawa participants also devised 17 stages 
of progress.67 The first stage, like Cindaga, was agreed to be the purchase of rice, meaning 
that this is the most important purchase a poor household would typically make if they 
have a little money. The poverty cut-off (stage 6) was agreed to be the capacity to purchase 
goats or a cow. At this stage, households are not considered to be ‘in poverty’ but may be 
vulnerable to falling under the poverty line. If a household has the capacity to save 
money68 (stage 11), afford to open a small business such as a laundry or salon (stage 13), 
or send a child to university (stage 14) they are ‘mampu’ (well-off). The final three stages 
indicating a high degree of wealth in the context of this village are the capacity to buy a 
car or a truck (stage 15), renovate or extend a home (stage 16), or enlist and pay for the 
pilgrimage to Mecca (stage 17). 
 
62 Sharing/giving some personal wealth to the less fortunate. This is different to Zakat, which is obligatory.  
63 3,644 households compared to 367 households in Cindaga.  
64 Spread over 13.48km² and steep terrain, it is necessary to use a motorcycle to travel across Kahawa.  
65 Dusun Beo, Uwal, Ringkih and Banyu were chosen because households participate in a range of farm and 
non-farm work and different experiences of wealth and poverty. During the 1994 eruption of Mt Merapi 
some 60 residents of Banyu were killed. The hamlet was relocated to a safer location further down the village 
and renamed ‘Banyu Relokasi’ (Banyu Relocated). Residents were granted new houses by the Indonesian 
government. However, in the years that followed some missed the old location and decided to return to 
‘Banyu Atas’ (Top Banyu). Thus, household surveys were conducted in both Banyu Relokasi and Banyu Atas.  
66 The group explained the poverty dynamics and characteristics of each of the four hamlets.  
67 This was a coincidence as they were not made aware of the stages of progress listed in Cindaga.   
68 This was noted as ‘jarang’ (rare). 
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Table 3.1 Stages of Progress - Cindaga 
Wealth Category Stage of Progress 
Miskin/Kurang Mampu 
(Poor/Disadvantaged) 
1. Buy rice (can eat some rice every day) 
2. Buy jajan (snacks) for children 
3. Buy spices for cooking 
4. Buy fertiliser, pesticide for crops 
5. Spend on informal social assistance 
6. Owns a motorbike 
Poverty Cut-Off Menengah 
(Middle Class) 
7. Repay small loans for agricultural inputs, rice, jajan, 
motorbike, school fees (remains vulnerable) 
8. May save a little 
9. May repair house 
10. May open a small business 
11. Gives Sadaqoh (voluntary Islamic donations) 
Middle Class Cut Off Makmur 
(Wealthy) 
12. Build a house for their children 
13. Register for the Haj pilgrimage 
14. Buy a car 
15. Buy additional land 
16. Invest in home stay accommodation 
17. Send children to university 
 
 
Table 3.2 Stages of Progress – Kahawa 
Wealth Category Stage of Progress 
Kurang Mampu 
(Poor/Disadvantaged) 
 
1. Buy rice (can eat some rice every day) 
2. Buy eggs, tofu/tempeh 
3. Give pocket money for children to go to school: jajan 
(snacks, petrol) 
4. Pay school fees  
5. Spend on informal social assistance: sumbangan/iuran 
rumah sakit atau kematian/kenduri (donation to sick in 
hospital or funeral/festivity costs). 
Poverty Cut-Off Sedang 
(Average) 
 
6. Buy livestock (goat or cow) 
7. Buy meat/fish  
8. Repay debt 
9. Home improvements/repairs 
10. Purchase additional motorbike (household owns 2 
motorbikes)  
11. Save money (but this is jarang: rare) 
12. Buy fertiliser/agricultural inputs 
Middle Class Cut Off: Mampu 
(Capable/Wealthy) 
 
13. Open a business: laundry, salon, small food/grocery 
shop 
14. Send children to study at university 
15. Buy a car or truck for sand quarrying 
16. Renovate home or enlarge home 
17. Enlist for the haj/pilgrimage to Mecca.  
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Focus group participants in both villages understand poverty, vulnerability, and 
wealth in similar ways. Those whose livelihoods are below the poverty cut-off are 
considered ‘miskin’ (poor) or ‘kurang mampu’ (disadvantaged). Their homes are often 
described as ‘kurang layak’ (sub-standard), usually made of wood or bamboo, with some 
exposure to rain, wind, or cold night air, and they often have earthen floors and smoky 
open wood fires. Homes may not have piped water or their own toilet. Zakat (Islamic 
alms) or informal social assistance in the form of rice or small donations of cash assist 
these villagers to ‘smooth’ difficulties affording food and electricity, particularly if they 
are elderly without children or widowed.  
Given the strong focus on land-based agriculture and labour, it is unsurprising that 
buying land, agricultural inputs (fertilisers, pesticides) or productive livestock (goats, 
cows) featured strongly during discussions in the Stages of Progress (SoP) activity in both 
villages. In both villages, land shortages were viewed as a key driver of poverty and 
vulnerability, supporting Hefner’s (1990, p. 125) assessment that land scarcity causes 
poverty in upland Java by limiting yield sizes. In Cindaga, the poorest farmers own or rent 
only a very small plot of land (<0.1), a sign of poverty (Rigg, Oven, et al., 2016, p. 66). 
Consequently, they must take on additional work as labourers, ojek drivers (motorbike 
taxis) or rely on informal assistance to ‘get by’. Meanwhile, in Kahawa, the poorest own 
or manage significantly smaller plots under 500m². In these contexts then, we might say 
that for “those with ‘sub livelihood’ holdings, [diversification] is a survival strategy to 
supplement inadequate own-farm or farm-wage incomes” (Husken & White, 1989, p. 
258). In Kahawa, under or unemployment was also mentioned as key factor causing 
insecurity: “the most important thing is to have work.69”  
The ‘non-poor’ fall into one of three categories. First, those who have escaped the 
worst effects of poverty, are described as ‘sedang’, average. While households owning or 
renting land around 0.25ha in Cindaga, or 500m² to 1000m² in Kahawa, may fall into this 
group, many are still considered ‘rentan’ (vulnerable) to seasonal poverty. Although life 
is more comfortable for them than for the poor category, the cost of agricultural inputs or 
education expenses for children means life is often precarious for this category of people. 
Crop failures, erratic returns producing insufficient incomes, personal difficulties 
(divorce, revolving debt, significant illness) and lack of social assistance are common 
triggers of household poverty. To mitigate this, households may still supplement farm 
 
69 Female participant, Focus Group Discussion on 9 Oct. 2016, in Kahawa village.  
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incomes with other formal employment, own several productive stall-fed livestock,70 
perhaps a warung (food stall), or receive additional income from adult children. The 
second group of non-poor usually own or control more land. In Cindaga, those considered 
‘capable’ or ‘mampu’ typically own land71 between 0.3 to 0.5 hectares while in Kahawa, 
owning land over 1000m² is considered ‘better than average’. Houses of this group are 
secure from the wind and rain and made of cement and tiles. Some may have a small 
amount of savings or two or three motorbikes.  
The third, and most prosperous (‘makmur’) group of non-poor, may have accumulated 
more than one hectare of land on which they employ farm labourers. In both villages, the 
wealthiest might be professionals or government employees working outside the village, 
own or operate a profitable business (eg, agricultural or sand trader, a small shop with mini 
petrol pump, or homestay accommodation). These investments or well-paid jobs enable 
them to send their children to university, attend the ‘haj’ to Mecca, buy a car or truck or 
renovate their home extensively.  
The second activity involved classifying households into one of four categories to 
understand wealth dynamics over the past 25 years, namely A: (poor then, poor now): B 
(poor then, not poor now), C: (not poor then, poor now) and, D: (not poor then, not poor 
now). Table 3.3 shows that of 80 households interviewed across both villages, most 
(71.25%) had escaped poverty or have remained non-poor (categories B and D) over the 
last 25 years. Fewer households remained poor or become poor in that time, however, 
when combined, these categories (A and C) account for nearly 30% of the population 
indicating that poverty and vulnerability remain problematic in these areas.  
Table 3.3 Wealth Ranking Results 
Category 
Cindaga Village, 
Wonosobo (%) 
N = 40 
Kahawa Village, 
Sleman (%) 
N = 40 
Total % 
N = 80 
A: Remained poor 15 25 20 
B: Escaped poverty 42.5 42.5 42.5 
C: Became poor 5 12.5 8.75 
D: Remained non-poor 37.5 20 28.75 
 
 
70 Typically, 6 or more goats or 2 or more cows for dairy and meat production.   
71 Tegalan (unirrigated dryland) or ladang/kebun (fields/gardens). 
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According to the ranking process, the same number (42.5%) of households have 
escaped poverty in both villages. The reason for this, stems largely from the difficulty in 
determining whether households in Kahawa were ‘poor’ or ‘vulnerable’. On balance, it 
was decided by locals participating in the SoP and ranking activity in Kahawa, that some 
vulnerable households could still be considered as poor in the local context because of 
ongoing difficulties affording school fees and staple food (sembako). This reflects the 
higher number of households listed in category A (25%) compared to Cindaga village 
(15%), where the conditional cash transfer (PKH) had been introduced earlier and 
significantly fewer households reported difficulties affording school fees and sembako. 
The ranking process revealed that fewer households had fallen into poverty (5%) in 
Cindaga compared to Kahawa (12.5%). The disparity is likely due to improved local 
economic conditions because of tourism development and, more recently, steadier farm 
incomes compared to erratic (and lower) salak fruit prices in Kahawa. More Cindaga 
villagers (37.5%) had also remained non-poor compared to 20% in Kahawa, suggesting 
that for the wealthy, income and investment opportunities have remained more accessible, 
lucrative, and certain there. After completing the ranking exercises in each hamlet, a 
representative sample was selected from each of the four wealth categories.    
To understand the socio-economic and political processes driving poverty and wealth 
dynamics in more detail, I turn next to explaining conjunctural factors generating sharp 
differences in livelihood outcomes between the poor and non-poor in each village.  
3.3 Cindaga Village 
3.3.1 The potato crop boom 
After decades of growing tobacco, corn and Chinese cabbage with comparatively 
poor income returns resulting in high to extreme poverty levels, potato farming (tani 
kentang) was introduced to the village in the early 1970s. Struggling farmers embraced 
the opportunity to participate in the competitive market economy, supplying potatoes to 
an increasingly ‘modern’ consumer society in the cities. By the 1980s, the potato had 
become an established ‘boom crop’ (Santoso, 2015, p. 12). From the 1980s to mid-1990s, 
because of high productivity and strong prices, it became possible for some village 
households to hire labourers, accumulate significant profits for investment in more land, 
improve homes and attend the haj pilgrimage to Mecca.   
Chapter 3.  Poverty, Vulnerability and Social Protection in Mountain Java 
60 
Since the mid-1990s however, state development trajectories promoting intensive 
farming practices and chemical inputs have degraded soil quality and caused potato yields 
to drop significantly. A key informant in the village stated that between 1979 and 1990, 
1kg of seed potatoes yielded up to 30kg of potatoes. Today, the same amount of seed only 
produces between 8 and 10 kilograms, inducing precarity, particularly if prices drop or 
crops fail. To make more income, most farmers choose to plant and harvest three potato 
crops per year, not allowing enough time for the land to recuperate. Consequently, to 
produce more potatoes on a limited supply of land, and despite the cost, farmers remain 
on the ‘pesticide treadmill’, applying large quantities of chemicals and fertilizers, reducing 
soil quality and threatening the long-term future of potato production in some areas. 
During discussions with staff at the Ministry of Agriculture (Dinas Pertanian) in 
Wonosobo72, concern was raised that in some areas of the Dieng Plateau, where Cindaga 
is located, there may only be another 15 years before potato production is stopped because 
of declining soil quality and land degradation. This has implications for young farmers 
because the soil quality on land they inherit becomes increasingly compromised over time, 
exacerbating precarity and vulnerability to poverty.  
Paradoxically, potato farmers commonly complained about the increased cost of 
agricultural inputs (fertilisers, pesticides, insecticides), contending that they do not benefit 
from state agricultural subsidies. Traders of these inputs subsequently blame expensive 
transport and delivery costs and pass these onto the producers. Smallholders, particularly 
those without savings and poor harvests, become caught between increasing production 
costs and diminishing returns. At this juncture, strong social relations are critical for 
vulnerable farmers: they depend on loans from family or neighbours and farm labouring 
work from other villagers to get by until their next successful harvest. 
For a long time, Indonesian potato farmers had limited competition and their crops 
commanded high market prices. However, in 2010 the central government increased 
importation of cheaper foreign produced potatoes,73 forcing down the price of the local 
potatoes, resulting in smaller incomes for producers. The process reflected Rigg’s 
argument that the “farming squeeze is, to a considerable extent, policy induced” (Rigg et 
al. 2016, p. 71). Blaming their weak position on government policy, 2,500 potato growers 
from the region protested strongly in Jakarta in 2016. Smallholders also requested that the 
government ensure the availability of a variety of quality local seeds to compete with 
 
72 Interview with 3 staff officials at Dinas Pertanian (Department of Agriculture) Wonosobo, 03 July 2017.  
73 Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, and China. 
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imported potatoes (Kompas, 2017b). A few weeks after the demonstration, the Minister 
for Agriculture, Andi Amran Sulaiman, visited farmers in the area to explain that 
government wants to boost domestic potato production by procuring superior seeds, 
encouraging application of machinery to save production costs and build ponds for 
adequate water supply. If local farmers can meet national consumer needs, potato imports 
would be stopped within three years74; “that is the way to improve farmer welfare,” the 
Minister reportedly stated (Widiyanto, 2016). 
By contrast, the Centre for Indonesian Policy Studies recommends that import 
restrictions be lifted to increase competition and reduce domestic potato prices, encourage 
diversification into other crops and preserve state forest to reduce soil erosion (Respatiadi, 
2017, p. 5). Progressive farmers in the village are taking these steps by intercropping with 
carica (a variety of pawpaw) fruit trees, cabbage, and onions, and engaging in ecotourism 
activities, indicating a willingness to diversify to reduce dependence on potato farming. As 
will be discussed in Chapter 4, however, owning enough land (at least 0.25ha) for intensive 
farming is still an aspiration harboured by poorer young people, although this is becoming 
increasingly more difficult as local land prices have risen exponentially in the last decade. 
Similar to Li’s (2014) study of the ‘boom and bust’ cycle of the cocoa industry in highland 
Sulawesi, potato production in Cindaga has been described as a perennial ‘boom crop’, that 
encourages farmers to undertake an economic gamble (Santoso, 2015, p. 12). The 
consequence of this process is that buying and selling land has become a speculative process, 
producing ‘winners’ and ‘losers’. This is reflected by the experience of a household survey 
participant75 in my study. In 2008, after accumulating large bank debts to purchase one 
hectare of land, he went bankrupt due to numerous crop losses. “I was gullible, my brother 
didn’t help me. We slept on cardboard. I lost my land, house and car.76” At that time, his 
land was sold for Rp40 million (US$2,800).  In 2017, he estimated its value would have 
reached Rp800 million (US$56,000) due to intense competition for limited supply of land 
and the local system of gaining social prestige through land ownership.  
National Land Agency (Badan Pertanahan Nasional: BPN) certificates are intended 
to guarantee private land ownership rights. In Cindaga, at the time of conducting the 
 
74 Potato imports for consumption were stopped in 2018 as domestic production met local demand, but 
potatoes for industrial raw material processing continues (Maulida, 2018).  
75Household survey interview #3, 16 Sept. 2016.  
76 In 2009 he and his family moved to Kalimantan to work as a labourer in palm oil plantations. In 2014, as 
the tourism industry thrived, they returned to Cindaga to sell snacks and trinkets in a warung that he had 
inherited.  
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household surveys in mid-2016, the majority (57.5%) who owned their tegalan (unirrigated 
land) did not have a BPN certificate. President Jokowi’s subsidised land registration 
program, rolled out in the village during mid-2017, aims to prevent land ownership disputes 
and empower small farmers by enabling them to access bank loans. Some activists in the 
area dispute the government’s claims, arguing that certificates provide a false sense of 
security for vulnerable farmers who are given loans that they may not be able to repay, 
putting their land and livelihoods at risk. It remains to be seen how the BPN certificates 
affect the livelihoods of more vulnerable smallholders in Cindaga. However, given that 
48% of respondents in the village cited difficulties with accessing capital as constraint on 
their productivity, it is a reasonable assumption that formal certification could enhance their 
economic opportunities. On the other hand, the certificates will undoubtedly lead to 
increased numbers taking out bank loans, increasing exposure to unsustainable levels of 
debt (Rigg et al., 2016; Warren & Lucas, 2013). In addition, small farmers with land 
certificates will also be liable to pay land taxes, as occurred in urban areas when a similar 
certification program was undertaken in the 1990s (Warren & Lucas, 2013, p. 96). This 
underscores the importance of increasing farmers’ financial literacy and for the provision 
of state social safety nets, and small-holder land tax relief. 
3.3.2 The tourism boom  
Since 2010, a thriving ecotourism industry has also developed, attracting up to 2000, 
mostly domestic, tourists on weekends. Young tourists from cities enjoy camping in tents 
on the shores of the local lake. Other visitors stay in large, rather ostentatious homestay 
accommodation, built by prosperous villagers, which stand in stark contrast to the homes 
of the much less wealthy.  
The tourism industry has paved the way for new business opportunities with 
successful potato farmers investing their profits in cafes, homestays, and small shops. New 
opportunities have also arisen for villagers with fewer assets including driving ojek 
(motorcycle taxis), operating petty food stalls (warung), busking and selling entry tickets 
to the national forest. Nevertheless, because these forms of work are irregular, and incomes 
fluctuate, they are typically viewed as supplementary to potato farming and insufficient to 
‘escape poverty’. In some cases, this work may expose struggling farmers to new 
problems, potentially exacerbating inequalities between ‘the haves’ and ‘the have nots.’ 
Indeed, Rigg, Oven, et al. (2016, p. 63) point out, “mainstream development tends not to 
pay great attention to the ways in which contemporary processes of development may 
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themselves be marginalising.” For example, a household informant with a tiny (160m²) 
land plot hoped to supplement his farm income by renting a warung, located in a less 
favourable position of the tourism precinct, where he sells noodles, fried rice, tea and 
coffee. However, he and his wife were living precariously as they struggled to turn a profit 
and were running out of money to purchase stock. “Getting capital is my biggest problem. 
I started with nothing, but I can’t go beyond because I lack capital,77” he told me. By May 
2018, lacking capital for the Rp5 million (US$350) to buy stock because his last potato 
crop had failed, I heard he had closed his warung. His story differs markedly from 
successful business owners who, with profits from farming and greater access to capital, 
have established lucrative eateries and homestays in the busiest part of the tourism area.   
Tourism development has exacerbated pre-existing problems of waste disposal and 
poor sanitation around water resources used for drinking, washing and irrigation. An 
inefficient rubbish removal system and poor infrastructure (toilets, camping grounds) to 
cope with increased demands pose a challenge for long term sustainability of the industry 
and to local health. This highlights the risk for those with limited assets and social 
assistance working in the tourism industry: any significant downturn in tourist numbers 
may trigger serious household difficulties. As one villager intent on accumulating profits 
from his warung told me: “I will be poor again if my stall shuts. I don’t have insurance or 
receive any social assistance.78”  
3.4 Kahawa Village 
3.4.1 The snakeskin fruit boom 
The snakeskin fruit (salak pondoh) was introduced to the village in the 1980s, and 
production has thrived with regular rainfall as well as access to irrigation and routine 
application of pesticides to avoid plant disease. Today, a wide variety of salak are grown 
throughout Indonesia and fierce competition among producers means that the market is 
flooded not only with salak but other fruit, including mango and watermelon, harvested at 
the same peak times. Returns are frequently insufficient to cover the costs of production, 
reflecting the argument that vulnerability and descent into poverty is often a result of 
fluctuating markets or a “simple-reproduction squeeze” (Bernstein, 1979, p. 427), or the 
classic case of declining producer prices combined with increasing costs of inputs and 
 
77 Household interview #15, 19 Sept. 2016.  
78 Follow up interview with head of household #3 on 22 Sept. 2016.  
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consumption goods (Ribot, 1995, p. 120). In part, salak farmers blame their precarious, 
weak position on middlemen who come directly to the village and control the prices.  
Small holders also criticise the government for not intervening to stabilise erratic 
prices or providing effective distribution channels (detikNews, 2017). Erratic prices for 
salak fruit caused financial difficulties for 15% of household survey respondents in the 
previous 12 months. During 2016 field research, prices fluctuated from Rp10,000 
(US$0.70) per kg in the dry season, dropping to just Rp1,500/kg (US$0.10) during the 
panen raya (main harvest) of 2016. Panen raya, the season of highest production from 
around November to January, is the time when returns are lowest and potential financial 
losses are greatest. In 2017, salak farmers requested the district government to intervene 
to stabilise market prices. The government responded by saying that farmers needed to 
become more creative and turn their fruit into value added produce such as snacks or 
sweets. However, although some farmers in the village have done this, their incomes have 
not increased due to ongoing difficulties with marketing and distribution channels, which, 
they argue, requires government assistance to overcome (detikNews, 2017). 
Unequal access to irrigation water between dusun (hamlets) within the village 
compounded problems of erratic weather. In 2006, water from a local river was diverted 
to a reservoir built on village government land with Central Government funds for clean 
drinking water and irrigation. However, the reservoir’s foundation collapsed within 
months after it began leaking. By 2016, it was continuing to leach water into the ground, 
severely reducing irrigation water supply for horticulturalists in three hamlets of this 
research. Although the state-owned Regional Water Supply Company (PDAM) pipes 
enough water to homes for daily use, supply is insufficient for irrigation in the hamlets 
affected. For poor farmers in other areas of the village which have access to an irrigation 
pump, the cost of fuel, around Rp100,000 (US$7) per day is too expensive for extended 
periods of time. Alarmingly, in 2016, 60% of household respondents stated that a 
prolonged lack of rainfall during the dry season and a lack of irrigation had resulted in 
very poor-quality fruit yields and loss of income. 
Given challenges of irrigation access and associated costs causing seasonal production 
difficulties, diverse income streams are required. By far, the quickest way to supplement 
incomes is through manual sand mining: “it’s faster getting cash from sand compared to 
animals or salak or anything else. There’s no other work like this here,79” said one man 
 
79 Interview with household informant #21 about sand quarrying at his home on 20 July 2017.  
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who had earned enough money from quarrying sand while his wife operated their road-side 
stall, to send his daughter to university. Getting older and finding the physical work of sand 
quarrying increasingly challenging, however, he hoped she would soon find employment 
to help him buy livestock for milk production. His attitude highlighted how children’s 
education is viewed as an ‘investment’ to escape precarity and vulnerability to poverty.  
3.4.2 The sandmining boom  
After the 2010 eruption of Mt Merapi, government permits were issued for mining 
activities to extract sand to normalise rivers near the village until 2014. Since then, when 
the sand resources were deemed by authorities to be depleted, mining without permits has 
been illegal in the area, especially along the river systems. However, there is considerable 
confusion and debate about the situation among villagers, with some householders stating 
that licences are not required on private land, while others say they should have one, but 
they cannot afford one and the process of organising one takes too long.80 Compounding 
local confusion, a Regional Energy and Mineral Resources (ESDM) government official 
explained that although sand quarrying is illegal, “we still tolerate sand labourers who are 
poor. They need to eat every day. Yes, there are some instances of heavy machinery 
operators being jailed but not the poor. They are given warnings.81” This perspective 
implies that while the regional government is willing to ‘turn a blind eye’ to unlicenced 
workers using manual methods of extraction, use of heavy machinery near the village is 
not tolerated. This is questionable, however. In 2015, villagers protested for weeks against 
‘outsiders’ – sand miners who had come to the village to extract sand along the river with 
heavy machinery, depleting water sources and interrupting local livelihoods. A key 
informant in the village told me: “the government didn’t help. The villagers cut off access 
to the miners with wood and bamboo gates. We were united and used ‘gotong royong’ 
(mutual assistance) to stop them. They know they can’t return and use excavators here.82” 
 
80 The complex politics of mining is an ongoing source of uncertainty for local miners across Indonesia (K.  
Robinson & Erb, 2017). The state allows for UU Mineral Batubara or UU Minerba (‘People’s Mining’ in Mining 
Law) No. 4/2009, provided they have authorisation or a permit from the district head to exploit minerals on 
local land. However, this is not clearly defined in Indonesian legislation and ‘the uncertainty surrounding 
these miners’ status leads to around 90 per cent of them being regarded as ‘illegal’ (Lahiri-Dutt, 2017). The 
subsequent Law No. 23/2014 on Local Government mandates the provincial government to issue ‘Type C’ 
licences for sand mining activities, however none of the miners interviewed for this research had one. 
81 Interview (Lisa Woodward and Research Assistant) with staff member at Department of Public Works, 
Housing and Resources Energy, Yogyakarta on 18 Aug. 2017.  
82 Interview (Lisa Woodward and Research Assistant) with household informant #21 on 20 July 2017. 
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Despite being illegal without a licence, manual sand quarrying is the quickest way to 
earn cash, and many villagers are willing to risk being caught by police who may issue 
fines. Indeed, 22/40 participants (55%) in the household survey stated they work as sand 
labourers. The industry also provides financial benefits to landowners and the village 
government. Owners can rent their land to sand traders – usually truck owners who employ 
local labourers - who then on-sell the sand to construction companies or private buyers. In 
2017, renting out 500m² for sand quarrying could earn a landowner around Rp45 million 
(US$3200). The price is dependent on quality and quantity of sand available, and the 
landowner and miner bargain on an agreed price. Usually, 500m² provides sand quarrying 
work for between one and two years, depending on the number of orders. However, if there 
are many orders from construction companies, sand could run out within six months.  
The village government can also earn Rp2 million (US$140) per day in funds83 
(referred to as ‘retribution’ in the field), paid by drivers who are stopped before leaving 
the village with truckloads of sand. Although it is unclear how the revenue raised from 
sand mining is used by village government, findings from this study suggest that it is not 
used for improving access to water sources or irrigation infrastructure. However, to ensure 
long term sustainability of the horticultural industry, issues of land rehabilitation and water 
security require urgent attention by government authorities and the community.  
For many villagers, difficult work such as sand quarrying, supplements low 
horticultural incomes and provides a ‘fast’ source of cash income to escape immediate 
effects of poverty. However, it seems apparent that vested interests drive unsustainable 
land use practices and undermine local water security. When I asked a key informant why 
he thought illegal sand mining wasn’t stopped, he replied emphatically, “it is not possible 
to stop the sand mining. The village government won’t stop it. From normal people to the 
local, regional, police in the field [who fine offenders who are caught], everyone knows 
about sand mining. Everyone gets [a share of the] money.84”  It seems, then, that ‘turning 
a blind eye’ so the ‘poor can eat’ might be an excuse for local landowners and officials to 
continue deriving large rents. This has negative implications for the local environment 
through erosion, and for struggling producers whose water security is compromised.    
Education and food costs, erratic returns on production, a lack of irrigation and 
extended dry seasons drive many smallholders with little land and no irrigation resources 
 
83 According to the man taking the taxes as trucks leave the village, each driver must pay Rp48,000 (US$3). 
84 Interview with household informant #21 on 20 July 2017. 
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to manual sand labouring. Vested interests appear to quietly support this industry, despite 
the threats posed to local lives and livelihoods through erosion, rock falls and water 
security. However, there are reasons, to be discussed in Chapter 5, to think that this form 
of work is becoming less attractive to younger people. As will be explained, social and 
education assistance programs are increasingly critical mechanisms to facilitate this. 
3.5 Food and Nutritional Insecurity 
A second smaller survey was conducted to provide a snapshot of the level of food 
insecurity during the period of greatest seasonal scarcity, known as the paceklik (food 
scarcity) in Indonesia.85 24 households participated (12 from each village). Respondents 
were invited to participate if they had reported significant household difficulties during 
the previous twelve months, particularly related to costs of affording agricultural inputs, 
food, and the costs of health and education. It is important to note that the small sub-
sample is not representative of the whole population in each village, and that not all 
respondents were poor,86 but nevertheless stated they had experienced difficulties which 
placed them at higher risk of experiencing food insecurities. Thus, results provide only an 
indication that a small cohort, comprising both poor and non-poor households, had 
experienced some level of food insecurity during the paceklik period. Opportunity to study 
larger numbers of households and patterns of food security over time, would strengthen 
the evidence base and understanding about the longer-term impacts of social assistance 
programs on household consumption and nutrition. 
The two villages experience different paceklik seasons, exemplifying the complexity 
of comparing upland livelihoods and consumption patterns, and alerting to the danger of 
generalising about livelihoods in rural communities across Indonesia. In Cindaga, the peak 
period of seasonal difficulty occurs during the wet season, particularly December-March, 
when potato yields are typically smaller or may fail because of heavy rainfall and high 
winds. In Kahawa, although salak prices are higher during the dry season from around 
May to July small farmers who cannot afford or do not have access to irrigation87 
experienced particularly heavy crop failure and low yields. 
 
85 This study adopted the Household Food Insecurity Access Scale (Coates, Swindale, & Bilinsky, 2007) methodology. 
86 10 poor and 14 non-poor households. Five of the non-poor households were considered vulnerable to 
falling into poverty.  
87 However, salak farmers also complained of income losses during the panen raya (large harvest) in the wet season 
from around December to March, when prices fall dramatically due to high competition in the marketplace driven 
by oversupply. Thus, small salak producers must typically supplement agricultural incomes all year round. 
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In Cindaga, seasonal difficulties typically occur during between December and March 
when potato yields are smaller because of heavy rainfall, high winds, pest, or plant disease. 
While 7 of the 12 (58%) respondents were food secure during this period, 4 of the 12 
(33%) indicated mild levels of insecurity. For example, one respondent said that while his 
household is not hungry, they often lacked cash to buy a variety of foods and that his 
family’s diet is “kurang bergizi” (not so nutritious).88  They would like to eat more meat 
and green leafy vegetables, but the costs are too high.89 1 of the 12 (8%) small sample 
experienced a severe level of food insecurity, regularly reducing their food portions or 
number of meals to cope. These results perhaps explain the fact that stunting rates in the 
Wonosobo district are very high.90  
In Kahawa, an extended dry season and water access problems had caused many to 
experience a decline in fruit yields. However, while the respondents certainly found life 
more difficult at this time, it does not seem to have translated into deep food insecurities, 
largely because they had alternative incomes or assistance from family. During that period, 
5/12 (42%) of the small sample remained food secure and a further 6/12 (50%) 
experienced mild to moderate food insecurity. This meant that although they ate a 
monotonous diet and could not afford to eat their preferred variety of foods, they did not 
resort to cutting back on quantity. Meanwhile, 1/12 (8%) households in this small sample 
experienced severe levels of food insecurity, sometimes reducing their quality or quantity 
of food during the paceklik period. Instead of eating protein, they ate less favoured or less-
satiating replacements; as one older woman said, “we can always find some food in the 
garden91” indicating that while cutbacks resulting in severe hunger is unlikely, not all 
villagers can afford what they would ordinarily prefer.  This was surprising because I had 
been told, before beginning research, by a key village informant, that no one suffers from 
food insecurity there.92 However, the survey results suggest otherwise, especially when 
seasonal difficulties result in poor harvests and low incomes. These unexpected findings 
 
88 Household respondent #35, 23 Sept. 2016. 
89 A variety of nutritious vegetables are not grown in large quantities in Cindaga. Instead, they are brought in 
and sold by motorcycle vendors. Cost is a prohibitive factor for poorer households. 
90 Stunting defined as ‘low height for age’ (World Bank, 2018a, p. 4). In Wonosobo district, the 2013 stunting 
rate of 41% was significantly higher than the national stunting rate of 37% (World Bank, 2018a, p. 16). This 
result led to Wonosobo district being included as one of one hundred regencies and cities that has been 
prioritised for a national stunting intervention in 2017-18 (TNP2K, 2017).  
90 This is avoided whenever possible due to fear of high interest rates. 
91 Household respondent #8, 05 Oct. 2016. 
92 It could also be the case that my informant did not want to admit that some people still suffer from food 
insecurity in their village.  
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indicate that some households may ‘hide’ their food problems from other villagers, 
perhaps to avoid social shame or embarrassment. 
One of the most common ways people respond to difficulties, apart from cutting back 
on quality or quantity of food consumption or selling an asset, is to borrow money, usually 
from family or neighbours, but rarely through credit institutions.93 Over the previous 12 
months, 38 of 80 (48%) households borrowed money from neighbours because unseasonal 
weather and pest or plant disease caused crop failure, with the expectation that it would be 
repaid after the next successful harvest. Household livelihood survey results suggest 
remittances play a role in alleviating poverty for nonpoor households in Kahawa. Here, 
8/40 households (20%) received some assistance from family members living and working 
outside the village. Of those, five were households that had ascended from poverty 
(category B) and two had remained non-poor (category D) indicating that remittances are 
an effective coping mechanism.  Just one poor household received outside remittances and 
the total amount was very small, only Rp100,000 (US$7) received ‘occasionally’ during 
the year. For the remaining seven households, remittances were received regularly, ranging 
from Rp200,000 (US$14) to Rp5 million (US$350) per annum.94 By contrast, in Cindaga, 
just one poor household received occasional outside remittances from family members 
suggesting that local forms of social assistance, particularly zakat (Islamic charity), and 
diversified work options within the village are preferred ways of coping there. 
3.5.1 Consumption and Expenditure Patterns 
Household expenditure patterns suggest that the consumption of healthy food is 
compromised in favour of cigarettes and jajan (‘snacks for children’). As a proportion of 
expenditure on food and household consumables (which makes up 44.2% of total 
spending), poor households spend considerably more on jajan than rice (2.2%), fish and 
meat (1.1%).  The 23 poor and 57 non-poor households spent 16% and 14% respectively, 
of their total food expenditure on snacks for children. Of concern from a nutrition and 
health perspective, however, is the field observation that jajan is not particularly nutritious, 
usually comprising sugary or deep fried foods. Poor households also spent more on 
cigarettes and tobacco (9.2%). It should be pointed out that no women involved in this 
study were smokers, indicating that mens’ strong smoking habits have high opportunity 
costs for the whole household: “money spent on tobacco is money not spent on basic 
 
 
94 The median remittance received was Rp1 million (approximately $US70) per annum.  
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necessities, such as food, transportation, housing, and health care, thus increasing the risk 
of adverse health outcomes for pregnant women and their fetuses.” (WHO, 2013, p. 22). 
Similarly, smoking reduces welfare, especially for poor households as  “cigarette 
purchases often displace spending on necessities such food...” (Rosser, 2013, p. 2). While 
effective social assistance programs are critical to support inequality between the rich and 
poor (Rigg et al., 2016, p. 66), they should be complemented with public health policies 
to reduce and prevent smoking in rural areas. 
3.6 An Analysis of Social Protection Programs and the 
Village Fund Law 
3.6.1 Government Social Assistance 
One objective of this research was to understand how well state social protection 
programs (SPPs) meet the needs of the poor. This section will pay attention to two key 
programs: firstly, the subsidised rice program, Rastra (Rice Social Assistance), and 
secondly, the Family Hope Program (PKH), a conditional cash transfer targeting poor 
households. At the time this research was undertaken in 2016-17, the total annual PKH 
benefit was Rp1.89 million (US$135), paid in quarterly instalments.  
The survey results show that Rastra, although it was still known by villagers as Raskin 
(Rice for the Poor), was well distributed to poor households in both villages with 22 of 23 
(96%) poor households receiving the benefit. However, 24 of 57 locally designated non-
poor households (42%) also received Rastra at various times, some monthly, suggesting 
some program leakage.95 Despite this, household respondents did not complain about the 
targeting of Rastra96 suggesting villagers were satisfied with how the program is targeted. 
Nevertheless, the low rate of Rastra distributed to poor households suggests entitlements 
are insufficient. The average annual value of subsidised rice received by poor households 
was approximately Rp350,000, around 19% of total government assistance received. This 
is considered low, because Rastra is supposed to deliver rice worth Rp110,000 (US$7.80) 
to poor households each month, that is Rp1,320,000 per year. The state hopes that the new 
non-cash food assistance program Bantuan Pangan Non-Tunai (BPNT), rolled out via the 
 
95 However, it could also demonstrate recognition that vulnerable households on the other side of the 
poverty cut-off, also need food assistance.  
96 Informants from Kahawa village government stated Rastra is distributed according to local needs, which 
are decided at monthly local government meetings, while officials from Cindaga village claimed that Rastra 
is distributed only according to mandated government procedures.  
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integrated welfare Kartu Keluarga Sejahtera (KKS) card, will reduce program leakage 
and deliver better quality rice and other nutritional food commodities to the neediest 
households (Sundaryani, 2017).   
The PKH program was introduced to Kahawa in late 2016, and at the time household 
surveys were conducted, no PKH payments had been received. By August 2017, 
beneficiaries in the village had received two payments. During a follow up meeting with 
some of the PKH beneficiaries there, we discussed whether it had been helpful. While 
grateful for the benefit, the women said it was ‘not enough’ to cover all their households’ 
needs, particularly if they had a child attending kindergarten or high school97 and their 
child didn’t receive education assistance such as the Kartu Indonesia Pintar (KIP; 
Indonesia Smart Card), or their husbands’ incomes were irregular. By contrast, in Cindaga, 
where the PKH had been introduced earlier, 6/10 (60%) of PKH beneficiaries participating 
in the household survey stated that it had enabled them to either increase the frequency of 
meals or size of their food portions.   
Of the 23/80 poor households, 17 (74%) benefited from the PKH. This seems quite 
positive. However, given inclusion and exclusion errors, there is still room for improving 
the targeting and selection process: 15 of 57 (26%) non-poor households were receiving 
the PKH while 5 of the 6 excluded poor households were eligible to receive the program, 
according to the state’s criteria (because of pregnancy, children attending pre-school or 
school, old age, 70+98). Indeed, women at PKH meetings in both villages commented that 
the targeting and selection process was unfair because there were households who ought 
to receive the assistance but did not. For example, a poor, elderly man living alone in 
Cindaga had not been included in the program. Consequently, several women shared some 
of their own PKH benefit with him. In the same village, several disadvantaged households 
comprising young parents, babies and toddlers were not included in program either, 
although they too could surely benefit from the assistance.  
 
97 Sumbangan Pembinaan Pendidikan (SPP; monthly educational donations) range between Rp75,000 (US$5) 
to Rp150,000 (US$10) per month at SMA/SMK. Fees are paid to schools where government funding 
allocations are insufficient to cover all costs. Poor students should be exempt from SPP, but the cost of 
schoolbooks, transport, and uniforms are onerous without KIP assistance. 
98 In 2019 PKH assistance for the elderly was reduced to 60 years (Kemsos, 2019a).  
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The following example highlights how the Proxy Means Test (PMT99) used to select 
PKH beneficiaries has caused disappointment and some tension in Cindaga. When the 
PKH Facilitator took over the job in the village in early 2017, she was informed by locals 
that two recipient households were considered ‘sudah mampu’ (already capable of 
supporting themselves) and should not receive the PKH. She visited the households and 
found that both owned cars, a proxy for ‘prosperity’, as reflected in the SoP activity 
explained earlier. She began the process of deleting them from the program, causing both 
households to become disgruntled. Nevertheless, the Facilitator followed community 
expectations. According to her, however, other poor households cannot replace the two 
deleted households until the central government approves additional beneficiaries for the 
village. This situation highlights several points. Firstly, it demonstrates the importance of 
cooperation between the community and the PKH Facilitator to monitor beneficiaries to 
ensure transparency and accountability of the program. Secondly, it underscores the need 
to improve the selection and feedback process, so that other eligible households can be 
included if existing beneficiaries are subsequently deleted. Thirdly, it suggests the need 
for a transparent appeal process where households can make the case for their ongoing 
inclusion before being excluded. Finally, it demonstrates a weakness of the PMT for 
targeting the poor and vulnerable because it fails to account for dynamic fluctuations in 
household incomes, consumption, and composition (Kidd et al., 2017, p. ix), or even to 
assure all eligible households receive benefits in the first place.  
In 2017, women at PKH meetings in both villages said they believed that the 
allocation of benefits was fair because the national government had changed the system 
so that all recipients received the same amount of cash benefits 4 times a year, regardless 
of individual household needs. In this way, they said, no household benefitted more than 
another, and in the local context that was perceived as equitable. One beneficiary in the 
Cindaga remarked that “the program is not fair for those who don’t receive the PKH but 
it is fair if everyone gets the same amount so there is no jealousy.100” Others agreed. These 
perspective highlights two points: firstly, how a state social protection system may conflict 
with locally accepted selection and distribution processes. Secondly, it points to the 
importance of following not only an open and transparent selection system but also a 
 
99 Household assets and education are used as ‘proxies’ for wealth; for example, highest level of schooling 
completed, home and land ownership, number of motorbikes or vehicles and the haj pilgrimage. However, 
as farmers’ incomes fluctuate, it is likely that households had acquired or sold assets between when data was 
collected (2015) and when the PKH was introduced in both villages. Excluded households not considered 
poor in 2015 may have since fallen into poverty while others who have been included may have acquired or 
‘hidden’ assets when the PMT was carried out.  
100 PKH meeting, Cindaga, 21 Aug. 2017. In attendance 48 PKH beneficiaries and PKH Facilitator.   
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distribution process that is based on local understandings of equity and fairness to 
minimise social problems (Kidd et al., 2017, p. 18).  
In 2019, the central government introduced changes to the PKH. Now, beneficiary 
households receive higher, but different amounts with a maximum amount of up to Rp9 
million (US$635) per year depending on their family’s burdens. Social Minister, Agus 
Gumiwang Kartasasmita, reportedly stated in an online news site that a household may 
receive benefits up to 4 components. For example, for a pregnant woman, elderly, disabled 
and a primary school child but “if there are still high school students, we will not add to 
it” (Ashari, 2018). Based on the 2017 interviews with PKH beneficiaries for this research, 
the 2019 distribution changes are likely to be considered unfair by mountain villagers in 
Java, particularly if eligible households by state criteria continue to be excluded while 
non-poor households are included. It remains to be seen how these changes to the program 
play out in the villages. 
3.6.2 Informal Social Assistance 
In contrast to concerns regarding the PKH selection method, survey respondents made 
no complaints about who received zakat101 assistance. Local mosque leaders use eight 
broadly inclusive criteria based on instruction from the Koran, for determining zakat 
eligibility. Fakir and miskin (destitute and poor) households are said to be prioritised. Other 
beneficiaries include religious instructors at the Taman Pendidikan Al Qu’ran (TPQ) or 
madrasah (Islamic schools), households with children who study at pesantren (Islamic 
boarding school), madrasah and TPQ, or members of the Zakat Committee. This explains 
why the benefit is quite widely distributed either as rice, cash, or a combination of both.  
Of 80 surveyed households, 47 (59%) received zakat. Of the 23 poor households, 19 
(83%) had received the benefit, while proportionally fewer, but still nearly half of the non-
poor households102 had also benefited from zakat. This suggests that more poor households 
could benefit if fewer non-poor were excluded, however, the Koran states that eight 
different groups of Muslims can receive zakat, which also includes non-poor. Locally, this 
 
101 Zakat Mal is a 2.5% tax paid on income. In Kahawa, villagers are expected to pay zakat if their income 
reaches Rp2.5 million per month. In Cindaga, villagers pay after their potato crops are sold. If a crop fails, 
potato farmers do not pay the tax, however most villagers feel obliged to pay zakat, even if they are under 
financial strain. In Cindaga the median zakat payment for was Rp183,000 (US$13) per annum. In Kahawa the 
median annual payment was Rp95,000 (˜US$6.50).  
102 28 of the 57 (49%) of non-poor households across both villages had received zakat. According to local 
officials, the elderly and infirm, poor households (including those caring for orphaned children), poor widows 
and widowers are targeted.  
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system seems to be normatively accepted by villagers with amounts distributed in line 
with Islamic beliefs and values.103 I did not hear any participants express disgruntlement 
or contention about the way zakat is distributed in either village.  
Like Rastra, however, average zakat rice benefits are low, just Rp167, 000 (US$11), 
indicating they are also short-term benefits which do little more than smooth household 
consumption during difficult periods. Zakat cash benefits are, on average, slightly higher 
at Rp215,666 (US$15.30). Although some households receive larger amounts of zakat than 
others, respondents did not complain about the targeting or distribution of zakat, suggesting 
a greater level of acceptance in the way zakat is distributed compared to state social 
protection programs, or perhaps reticence to criticise local Islamic institutions and risk 
social ostracization. This suggests, then, that wider sharing of benefits contributes to social 
solidarity between villagers, an aspect of life that continues to be valued in both locations.  
Expenditure patterns show there is a strong culture of assisting other households by 
giving rice or cash donations at occasions such as births, deaths and marriages.104 On 
average, poor households spent up to 24% of their total expenditures on social, traditional 
and religious donations and non-poor households spent around 22%. Some poor 
households indicated that giving money or rice to others strains their own budget, 
nevertheless “we are obliged, we must give. If not, we will be embarrassed with the 
neighbours” said one informant from Cindaga,105 indicating that the ‘moral economy’ 
remains strong in the mountains but is conditioned by social pressure to ‘belong’ or 
‘conform’ to local expectations. Another informant, whose family was struggling with 
costs of living after their father had passed away, said “it [community assistance] helps, 
but is not enough106” highlighting that for the poor, this kind of help cannot radically alter 
their situation or enable them to escape poverty, but again is important for maintaining 
social relations and ‘smoothing’ difficulties. 
3.6.3 Village Law Funds 
The 2014 Village Law (UU 6/2014)  devolved responsibility to villages for planning 
and financing their development needs. The central government allocates approximately 
 
103 Christian households benefit from rice and donations of sembako (staples) by churches at Christmas and 
Easter. No one complained about the targeting or distribution of Christian charity, suggesting that like zakat, 
the criteria are broad, inclusive, and widely accepted. 
104 This is reflective of the SoP results, discussed earlier, which showed households will spend on social 
assistance before saving money for themselves.  
105 Interview with household respondent #18 on 20 Sept. 2016. 
106 Follow up interview with household respondent #40 on 4 July 2017, Cindaga village.  
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Rp1 billion (US$75,0000) to each village annually (Berenschot & Vel, 2017). The 
household survey revealed that the poor and vulnerable are less likely to have knowledge 
of the Village Funds (Dana Desa). Most poor households (87%) had no knowledge of the 
fund or how it was spent, compared to 51% of non-poor households. This suggests that 
either the poor are less interested in participating in local planning processes (a view 
unsubstantiated by household informants) or alternatively, the non-poor, perhaps because 
of their social connections to village elites, are more likely to be invited to attend 
musyawarah desa (annual deliberation meeting). Evidence from the survey supports low 
participation in the musyawarah desa. Of the 80 households surveyed only 17 had attended 
the last musyawarah desa in their village.107 As one household informant told me in 
Cindaga: “it is difficult for poor people to find out about village programs and they’re not 
invited to meetings.108” Another informant in Cindaga stated that “I’m not often invited 
because I’m too critical about how the village budget is managed.109” 
Meanwhile, in Kahawa, a household respondent explained that only men and the 
village administrators participate in the musyawarah.110 Another corroborated that 
perspective stating “usually only village officials know [about the village funds]. There 
should be a better water pump.111”  As White (2017)  points out, the 2014 Village Law has 
not necessarily improved local democratic processes because it does not provide rights for 
individual ‘ordinary villagers’ to attend or voice their views at the musyawarah desa. To 
be sure, this has implications for citizens, especially the poor, to have their interests heard 
or to hold local officials to account for how funds are spent.  
Indeed, this study found one example where that is the case. In Wonosobo regency, 
all village governments are expected to display information about how the Village funds 
are used in their communities. However, in Cindaga, there is no public display or 
information at the local government office. One villager expressed their frustration at not 
knowing how the funds are spent: “I only know from the television that local governments 
receive funds, but I want to know about the budget. Where is it spent? How much is left? 
I don’t know. I am never invited to the musyawarah. Where is democracy? Below [in the 
 
107 Of the 17, 12 (71%) were non-poor (category B and D) households and only 5 (29%) were poor (category A and C).  
108 “Kalau orang miskin sulit mendapatkan program desa dan rapat tidak diundang.” Household survey informant 
#10 on 18 Sept. 2016, Cindaga village. 
109 “Saya tidak sering diajak karena terlalu kritis tentang anggaran desa bagaimana pengelolaannya.” Household 
survey informant #3 on 16 Sept. 2016, Cindaga village. 
110 “Hanya Bapak dan pengurus desa yang ikut musyawarah.” Household survey informant #20 on 07 Oct. 2016, 
Kahawa village. 
111 “Biasanya hanya perangkat desa yang tahu. Seharusnya ada pompa air yang lebih baik.” Household survey 
informant #23 on 09 Oct. 2016, Kahawa village.   
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village] there isn’t any democracy. At the top, [national] it is very open.112” Evidently, at 
least in this village, ordinary villagers are yet to fully participate in democratic processes, 
leaving political elites ‘free’ to make decisions that may not necessarily be in the best 
interests of the poor and vulnerable, but might advantage their own. 
3.7 Conclusion 
While it is true that many households in both villages have escaped the worst forms 
of poverty over the last 25 years, this chapter has presented evidence to support the central 
argument of this thesis: that poverty in upland Java is multidimensional, driven not only 
by economic deprivation, but also unequal relationships of power and forces beyond the 
control of poor households. Strong competition for limited land resources, difficulties 
accessing capital, erratic weather, expensive inputs, and unstable returns on production, 
have shaped livelihood outcomes in different ways. These same processes also negatively 
impact on local ecologies, exacerbating environmental challenges, compounding 
difficulties for horticultural producers and driving vulnerability to poverty in upland Java. 
Nevertheless, many smallholders are reluctant to leave the mountains, and despite 
their adversities, they ‘cling on’ to their tiny tracts of land, while looking for other ways 
to make money. Remittances, loans from neighbours and local forms of assistance, while 
insufficient for overcoming structural forms of poverty, remain important mechanisms for 
balancing out seasonal income and food difficulties, promoting social solidarity and the 
‘mountain way of life’.  
Although villagers welcome state assistance programs such as the PKH, they do not 
want targeting or selection process that they perceive to be unfair and opaque, to generate 
animosity or erode local values. The chapter also demonstrated that villagers want more 
information, and greater levels of transparency and openness from government 
institutions including village governments. Their responses underscore the central 
position of this thesis, that power relationships based on socio-economic class, age and 
gender mediate the extent to which the disadvantaged can gain access to, and benefit from 
SPPs and other local works projects.  
 
112 Discussion with Pak S. and his wife at their home on 28 June 2017, Cindaga. 
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4.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents twelve profiles to depict the perspectives and life experiences 
of young people113 aged between 15 and 27, who have inherited vulnerabilities and 
precarities in Cindaga. Some of the profiles include the voice of parents, who were present 
on some occasions when I met with young people in their homes. Others include siblings, 
or in the case of married couples, both the husband and wife, who were sometimes together 
when I visited them. 
The youth profiles highlight key structural challenges that constrain young people’s 
lives and how they respond and exercise agency. As Rigg (2016, p. 200) argues, it is not 
enough to focus on just “the ‘characteristic’ features of the poor in terms of their human 
capacities and material assets, but to dig deeper and to consider the structural constraints, 
social relations and cultural norms that make people poor and perpetuate this condition.” 
Findings support the argument, advanced in this chapter, that disadvantaged young people 
are caught in unequal power relationships of class, age, and gender. 
In addition, these case studies consider whether and how social protection programs 
(SPPs), have assisted vulnerable young people to overcome their disadvantages. As 
Molyneux et al., (2016, p. 1088) point out, for a social assistance program to be 
‘transformative’, it must address the causes of poverty including “empowering the poor to 
tackle oppressive social relations, and treating poor people as citizens with rights, with a 
voice in programme design and implementation.” The ethnographic findings in this 
chapter (and chapter 5), apply a political economy lens to analyse how processes of social 
reproduction such as education and social assistance play out in the lives of young people 
experiencing vulnerability. Qualitative evidence supports the central thesis argument that 
poor and disadvantaged young people are largely powerless in their relationship to SPP 
bureaucracies, including the village government.  
4.2 Youth Profiles 
4.2.1 Sati, Hendra and, Lara  
Sati, a softly spoken 15-year-old with a dream to finish senior high school (SMA), 
lives with her parents, older brother Hendra, sister-in-law, Lara, and their 1-year-old baby 
 
113 Six males and six females. See Appendix: List of Cited Youth Interviewees for dates and further details of 
all individual interviews. Pseudonyms are used for all participants.  
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in a small wooden house (70m²). The kitchen has rammed earth floors and bamboo walls; 
the front of the house is brick. In July 2017, Sati had just completed junior high school 
(SMP) and was on school holidays. When I visited the family at that time, she was unhappy 
because it was not likely that she would be able to enrol at SMA after the school holidays. 
Her parents were experiencing cash flow difficulties because of recent crop failures and 
the burden of debt. “The school fees and costs of living at a pondok pesantren114 are too 
expensive115”, Sati said sadly. The nearest SMA is nearly a one-hour drive from the village 
and the family of six has only one motorbike. Sati’s unhappiness was compounded by the 
fact that her SMP friends had all re-enrolled at SMA. She felt left out and disappointed 
that she might not achieve her dream of finishing high school.  Her uncle, who is 
financially better off, does not believe that Sati needs to finish high school. Sati’s mother 
has asked her brother to lend her money for Sati’s school fees, but he has not agreed. 
Sometimes he lends them small amounts of money if they have a shortage for food or 
agricultural inputs but not for school fees. Sati’s mother feels “very disappointed because 
I am forced to stop my child from going to school.” She also says she is embarrassed to 
tell her brother how she feels because her husband (Sati’s father) still works for him as a 
farm labourer. Maintaining social harmony between the families is more important.       
Compared to the rest of her family, however, Sati had already attained a higher level 
of education. She is the only family member to have completed SMP. Her brother only 
completed primary school because her parents could not afford secondary school fees, and 
her father never attended school. Sati’s mother was forced to stop her education after 
primary school by her parents, after which she worked on the farm and looked after her 
ailing father.  
Now that she is unable to attend school, Sati is also unhappy that she is often confined 
to the house, doing domestic work, or watching television. Sati told me that traditional 
attitudes about the behaviour of girls, means she cannot walk alone in the village and that 
friends or family members must accompany her. She said that the morals of young girls 
who walk alone, are gossiped about by other women in the village and her parents are 
overprotective. “Our parents are afraid of wrong relations with boys,” she said. Sati 
 
114 Islamic boarding school. 
115 The family’s income in the previous 12 months was just Rp20,937,600 (US$1490). Sati’s mother 
experienced a blood infection and could not work for one month or afford medicine. She visited the 
traditional healer and took traditional medicine instead. In addition, strong winds, pests, and plant disease 
destroyed some of the potato crops in the previous 12 months. The family estimated the loss to be 
Rp3,200,000 (US$228), forcing them to borrow money from family and neighbours to cope. The pressure of 
debt, low income, illness, and education costs led to the decision for Sati to quit school.     
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explained that even though she and all girls and women in the village are obliged to wear 
a headscarf and modest clothing, “it is not protection, it is only a cover,” indicating that 
this is an excuse to restrict their freedom of movement.116 It also hints that girls may be 
subject to sexual harassment by males and do not feel free to walk in the village by 
themselves, even if they wear modest clothing. She would like her parents, and older 
people in the village, to understand that life for girls is different today so that she should 
be able to enjoy greater freedom like males. However, the dominant Islamic religious 
morals continue to dictate norms and rules of behaviour. Thus, Sati’s freedom to decide 
where to go and who to associate with is mediated by entrenched attitudes and religious 
beliefs. To rebel risks a tarnished reputation, and social ostracization.  Sati explained how 
this had occurred to another young woman who now has no friends in the village. She 
does not want the same thing to happen to herself.  
Sati laments what she perceives to be strict rules controlling her and other young girls’ 
freedom, and says that in her village compared to others, “religion is stronger,” meaning 
that in Cindaga, life revolves around Islam. She explained how she joins in the young 
women’s prayer group (IPPNU) activities, one of the only opportunities to socialise with 
her friends. “Other villages still have a lot of entertainment, not only prayer group 
activities,” she explained. In Cindaga, religious education is a very strong aspect of young 
people’s lives. For example, all children from the age of 5 to 12 years are obliged to attend 
Koran study lessons every day after school, to deepen and extend their social and religious 
education. However, Sati wishes that the village offered more opportunities for young 
people to practise traditional arts. “Previously there was more traditional dance and music, 
like angklung, but now the community is influenced by tokoh tokoh masyarakat (public 
figures) who have pushed for more religious events, less traditional arts.” Sati believed 
that cooperation between youth and community needs to improve. “Youth aren't listened 
to by the public figures. Youth are rarely paid attention to or listened to.” She also 
explained that marriage is very important to her for religious reasons: “getting married is 
to perfect Islam – if I can, I must marry.” It appears, then, that although she may wish for 
some greater freedom and choice, her life will continue to be shaped and controlled by the 
village’s strong Islamic beliefs and practices.      
 
116 In the village it is compulsory for girls to wear the jilbab (headscarf) from approximately 7 years of age. 
However, the practice starts from a much younger age with babies and toddlers wearing them. In Indonesia, 
hundreds of national and local laws discriminate against girls and women, including the requirement to wear 
headscarfs in public areas, government offices and schools (Human Rights Watch, 2017).  
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While Sati was attending SMP117 and living at the pondok pesantren her parents gave 
her Rp150,000 (US$10) per week to cover all costs (accommodation, food, transport, 
phone credit) but she said it was sometimes not enough. Her parents had no savings and 
she knew that if they did not have enough income, they must borrow money from 
neighbours to provide for her at boarding school, and for agricultural inputs. When she 
was living at the pondok pesantren, she could not do anything to help her parents cope 
with household difficulties. “I just prayed,” she said. Her mother told me she did not want 
Sati to worry about the household difficulties while she was at SMP, but instead to “just 
focus on her lessons.”   
Sati’s mother inherited a small amount of land (120m²) in 1994. Because of its small 
size, the harvests are small.  They also rent a very small piece of land (40m²) at a subsidised 
rate of Rp300,000 per year (US$20) from the village government.118  However, because 
of crop losses due to heavy rain, wind and plant disease valued at Rp3,200,000 (US$228) 
 
117 Prior to the establishment of a private religious SMP in Cindaga in 2017, most families sent their children 
to SMP in Wonosobo city, around 1 hour away by motorbike. There are several reasons for this. Firstly, even 
though there is a state SMP only 10km from the village, some households have only one motorbike used for 
work purposes and not suitable for a 20km round trip twice a day to take and pick up the child from school. 
Families in Cindaga also prefer their children attend Islamic high schools to develop their religious education. 
The nearest Islamic SMA is also close to Wonosobo city. The journey takes approximately one hour by car or 
motorbike due to the very steep terrain and poor road conditions in some areas close to the village. During 
the wet season, heavy rainfall makes the commute particularly challenging. The total cost for one-month (30 
days) commuting to Wonosobo is approximately Rp1,560,000 (US$110). The cost is calculated based on 
return journey to Wonosobo each day (Rp32,000) plus jajan (Rp20,000) each day x 30 days. Therefore, it is 
cheaper and considered safer for children to live in a boarding house or pondok pesantren close to the school 
rather than travelling. Accommodation at a pesantren (including food) costs approximately Rp400,000 
(US$28) per month. 
118 The tanah desa (village land) system has been in place since Dutch colonial rule. Approximately 70 people 
rent the heavily subsidised land from the local government for farming potatoes and for market stalls in the 
tourist and carpark area. In theory, to be considered eligible for renting tanah desa, villagers should either 
not own land or only have limited land. They should be households considered miskin (poor) or kurang 
mampu (not well off), which includes parents who have difficulties sending children to school. The village 
rents out a total of approximately 5ha of agricultural land and 2ha of land for market stalls. The rental price 
depends on the size, accessibility, and quality/fertility of the land, with the smallest and least accessible land 
parcels around Rp150,000 (US$12) per year and the largest and most accessible around Rp500,000 (US$35) 
per year. The elderly and most poor are prioritised for the most accessible land, but if there is more than one 
eligible household and only one plot available, names are drawn randomly. If a tenant becomes financially 
secure or purchases their own land, the land is returned to the village and redistributed to another eligible 
household to rent. For every hectare of land rented out, the village earns around Rp5 million per year. The 
income goes into the village treasury and is administered by village staff. Revenue of approximately Rp25 
million per year (US$1,780) is used for litter management, hosting prayer and study events and community 
celebrations such as Independence Day. Approximately Rp2.5 million is also used to pay taxes to the national 
Tax Office. There is suggestion that the village government wants to change the land rental system. Rather 
than only rent to poor people, a suggestion to rent the tanah desa land to wealthier people for a greater 
income return has been mooted. If the rent were increased, the village could potentially earn Rp150 million 
per year for the five hectares of agricultural land that currently only generates around Rp25 million. However, 
according to a local official, the village government still feels pity towards the poor so they will continue to 
rent the land at a cheap price (Follow up interview with Village Secretary on July 5, 2018, Cindaga).  
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plus illness, the household’s income in the previous twelve months was just Rp20,937,600 
(US$1490).  Sati knew her parents receive social assistance including the Indonesia Health 
Card (KIS), the Smart Indonesia Card (KIP), the Social Welfare Card (KKS), the Family 
Hope Program (PKH) and Islamic Charity (Zakat Fitra). However, she said that the PKH 
and KIP were not enough for enrolling at SMA, and the cost of textbooks, her school 
uniform, shoes, and school bag which they estimated to be Rp3,500,000 (US$250). 
Additionally, accommodation and food costs were Rp400,000 (US$28) per month. Her 
parents had only saved Rp600,000 (US$40) and still required Rp2,900,000 (US$205) to 
cover enrolment and initial costs. The KIP would not be enough to cover all her school 
costs because “[it] is only Rp400,000 or Rp500,000 per semester. It helps to buy some 
books but it’s not enough because we must pay also monthly donations of Rp120,000119 
to the SMA,” said Sati. Indeed, this experience is underscored by the World Bank’s 
recommendation that the KIP benefit is adjusted annually to reflect the real costs of 
attending school because current levels are insufficient (World Bank, 2017b, p. 11).  
I asked Sati and her mother how they plan to make up the shortfall. They replied that 
her enrolment will be delayed until after they sell their potato harvest, hopefully at a good 
price in a few weeks’ time. Until then, Sati would help with cooking and other housework. 
Her mother told me she has tried to borrow money from their neighbours so Sati can enrol 
at school, but the neighbours did not agree to lend to her: “they don’t believe when I can 
repay them because our harvest is only small.” I asked Sati what she would like to say to 
the government about her parents’ financial difficulties leading her to delay school 
enrolment. She replied, “help me to enrol at school because school is very important for 
the future.” Evidently, Sati values her education and aspires to a life beyond the village. 
She also explained that she misses socialising with her school friends who have continued 
their education while she remains at home doing domestic tasks. Her experience reflects 
Parker and Nilan’s finding that many students “love the buzz and social atmosphere of 
school, and find the long school holidays boring, especially if they have to go home to a 
rural village.” (Parker & Nilan, 2013, p. 87) . 
An assumption of Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs), including the Family  Hope 
Program (PKH), is that by meeting program conditions to attend school regularly and 
graduate from high school, young people will develop their ‘human capital’ (knowledge 
and skills), and secure employment that brings material wealth and break the cycle of 
 
119 Monthly donation paid by families to schools that have not been given an adequate Operational Assistance 
Budget (BOS) from the regional government.  
Chapter 4.  Vulnerability and Social Protection: Experiences of Young People in Cindaga 
83 
intergenerational poverty (H. Jones, 2016). However, this assumption has been criticised 
for failing to recognise how “young people’s school-to-work transitions may be influenced 
by a range of interconnected factors, including locality, economic resources, parental and 
individual attitudes, gender and social norms….and social relations (such as networks).” 
(H. Jones, 2016, p. 474).  
Indeed, even though Sati’s family had been selected for the PKH, and education 
assistance through the KIP, completing high school remains problematic because of broader 
structural impediments and social barriers. In Cindaga, the nearest SMA is approximately 
30km from the village and it is necessary, because of road access and limited transportation, 
for students to board at a kos or pondok pesantren while they complete their studies. Because 
of crop failure, subsequent economic difficulties, and an inability to borrow money, the PKH 
and KIP are still insufficient to cover the costs of Sati’s accommodation, transport, and her 
daily allowance. Although helpful, cash transfers in Indonesia “are too low to sustainably 
support poor households in meeting their needs and to help them achieve long-term human 
development outcomes. Thus, cash transfers are necessary but are not sufficient.” (Jakarta 
Post, 2015a). It seems unlikely, then, that the PKH will enable Sati to overcome her 
disadvantaged position in the short or in the longer term. 
Sati has never aspired to become a farmer because “the income is uncertain.” Instead, 
she would like to be a fashion designer because fashion has always been her interest and 
hobby. She knows she will probably have to leave the village to pursue this, but for now 
she and her family lack the finance and opportunity to do so. She would also be happy to 
become a religious teacher, but because she may not finish SMA she probably will not 
pursue this in a formal capacity either. Sati appears caught between two powerful worlds: 
on the one hand, the allure of education and work prospects outside the village, and on the 
other, a more traditional, restricted future that emphasises marriage and domestic work. 
Insufficient targeted social assistance programs do not address this contradiction for young 
poor students who live more remotely and cannot afford transport or accommodation costs 
to attend school.  
Hendra is Sati’s 24-year-old brother who also yearns for a better life for himself and 
his young wife and child. For 10 years, after Hendra was unable to go to SMP, he worked 
with his father to sow, care for and harvest potatoes. When he wasn’t helping his parents, 
he went fishing at the local lake, a hobby he has turned into a micro business that remains 
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unprofitable.120 Hendra cannot afford to buy or rent any land of his own, and his father 
doesn’t have enough to give him either, “so I can’t plan to be a farmer,” he told me. Indeed, 
Hendra’s life is reflective of the trend that “in Asia, growing reliance on non-farm work 
and income is driven by lack of land” (Rigg, Salamanca, et al., 2016, p. 128). 
Now that he is married and has a baby, however, Hendra said “I must find ways to 
support my family and be more responsible now.” For the last 2 years, however, he had 
been working casually in different jobs, averaging only around 15 hours work per week 
and a low weekly income of around Rp197,500121 (US$14 per week). As a member of the 
Pokdarwis, the local tourism association,122 he works one day a week selling entrance 
tickets to tourists who come to view the morning sunrise.123 For this he earns 
approximately Rp37,500 (US$2.65), depending on how many tickets he sells. In addition, 
Hendra busks in the tourist precinct and can earn around Rp160,000 (US$10) per week. 
For the previous 6 months, he had been catching and selling fish from the local lake. 
Hendra has also bought limited supplies of fishing equipment (hooks, tackle etc) that he 
on-sells to other fishing enthusiasts in the village. However, to purchase the stock he had 
to borrow Rp1,500,000 (US$105), and must repay Rp50,000 (US$3.5) per week. Despite 
his efforts, he says he always has a shortage of money and is unsatisfied with his work and 
income. “I can’t yet fulfil my daily needs” Hendra told me.124   
Hendra is unsure about his future. While he does not necessarily want to leave the 
village because “it has strong community solidarity,” he might consider leaving if he finds 
 
120 Hendra’s situation reflects the fact that in Indonesia, workers in informal micro-businesses usually have 
low education levels and their enterprises are “characterised by low levels of productivity” (Allen, 2016, p. 
34). Allen (2016) recommends policy interventions focused on improving skills through training and 
apprenticeship programs, especially as employment shifts from the agriculture to services sector.  
121 On average, Hendra’s monthly income is approximately Rp790,000 (US$55), less than the average monthly 
income of rural youth working in the informal sector - Rp1.3 milllion (US$90) per month (BPS, 2017c, p. 77). 
122 Incorporated in June 2013 the Kelompok Sadar Wisata (Pokdarwis) has approximately 280 members who 
generally work once a week as security and ticketing staff, parking attendants, cleaners, ojek drivers, and 
toilet attendants. Revenues raised are shared between Pokdarwis, national government body Perum 
Perhutani, the village forestry board and Sumbangan Sosialisi Desa, a village organisation who provide small 
donations to the sick in hospital or education courses such as sewing or tour guide training. The aim of this 
organisation is to promote a strong social bond and a community that helps each other. Other Pokdarwis 
members include homestay owners and food, drink and souvenir vendors who must abide by rules such as 
cleaning up litter and providing tea/coffee and breakfast of freshly cooked potatoes to guests. Pokdarwis 
cooperates with the Indonesia Tour Guide Association (HPI). 80% profits are retained by homestay vendors 
and the remaining 20% is paid to the HPI. In return HPI recruits, trains, and pays their staff. Food, drink and 
souvenir vendors retain 100% profits (Respatiadi, 2016).  
123 Hendra only works four days per month in the tourism ticket office because ˜100 of the 280 Pokdarwis 
members take it in turns to work one day a week. 
124 Hendra explained his weekly income falls well short of his stated weekly expenditure of Rp352,000 
(US$25), demonstrating that he and Lara must depend on Hendra’s parents for meals and accommodation. 
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better employment in another place. Hendra does not receive government assistance from 
the PKH or Rastra, although he meets eligibility criteria to receive some assistance because 
he and Lara have a child. However, the couple had only married in 2015 and did not have 
a baby at the time when households were selected for the PKH. As a result, they must wait 
and hope to be included in a future selection process. Hendra was aware that his parents 
receive Rastra (Rice Social Assistance), KIP, KIS, and Zakat but also believed that 
although the assistance “helps alleviate some burdens,” it was not enough.  
Hendra said he often worries about his financial difficulties and land shortage, and he 
does not believe that the government prioritises the needs of young people from vulnerable 
or poor families. He wished the local government would help poor young people access 
capital for business or land.  “There is no communication or information from the local 
government about how young people can obtain assistance,” Hendra said. “It is easier and 
quicker to borrow money from neighbours or from the mosque than the government.” I 
asked Hendra if he ever attends musyawarah desa (village consultative forum) or if he is 
involved in local planning or decision-making activities. “I have never been invited to 
musyawarah,” Hendra replied.  He does not know any young people who have attended a 
local government meeting either, indicating that young people, particularly from poorer 
households, may not have a strong voice at local deliberations.  
Lara, 22, married Hendra when she was 19. Lara demonstrates a strong commitment 
and dedication to her role as a mother, wife, and daughter-in-law. She moved to the village 
2 years ago when she married Hendra and has developed a close relationship with her new 
family. She is happy living in the village because “my family are poorer in my village. It is 
better here because tourism is good, and the community is good.” Nevertheless, Lara also 
pointed to some problems in the village; “transport to the village is difficult and sanitation 
and rubbish processing is difficult…the water is not clean enough to drink… there is 
rubbish in the drains.” She said that during the dry season e-coli in the water system causes 
diarrhoea, supporting evidence that in Indonesia stunting rates in children are linked to poor 
sanitation, unhygienic practices and unclean water (World Bank, 2018a, p. 21).  
When I first met Lara and Hendra in 2016, their baby was just 40 days old. Lara 
appeared tired, drawn, and lacking vitality necessary for producing a quality supply of breast 
milk. The baby was crying, clearly underweight and lacking nourishment. Lara expressed 
concern that the baby had already often been unwell with fever and needed medicine. 
However, because neither she nor the baby had free health assistance (KIS) they had to pay 
for the baby’s check-up and medicine themselves. They did not understand why Lara and 
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the baby are excluded from health assistance, highlighting the need for the state to educate 
villagers about how they might remedy this situation.125 Lara told me that just 5 days earlier, 
she had sold a gold ring that Hendra had bought for her when they married. She used the 
money to pay for the baby’s medicine and as capital for Hendra’s fishing business. When I 
asked her if she would choose to sell something again to cope financially, she replied, “I 
don’t have anything else to sell. Next time I will borrow money from my family.”  
Lara also worried that she and Hendra have no land of their own and cannot build 
their own house. She shares Hendra’s concern that they have no way of accessing capital 
to buy land or to develop the fishing business. Nevertheless, Lara said that she is happier 
compared to when she was unmarried and working as a domestic house assistant in 
Jakarta. “Being a mother makes me happy,” she told me. Lara also hopes that they will 
eventually have their own house, work as farmers, or open a warung for selling food and 
drinks to tourists. 
Lara’s mother-in-law told me that she sometimes borrows money to pay for sembako 
(household staples) if they do not have enough money, but also said that the family never 
goes hungry. Indeed, they always generously offered me sweet tea and jars full of biscuits, 
nuts, and savoury snacks (bought with Zakat assistance for Idul Fitri celebrations) 
whenever I visited them. On several occasions, they served a meal while we chatted. 
However, the rice was often cold and hard, and the salty fish, potato and tofu were also 
difficult to enjoy because they had often been sitting for hours and then re-heated. There 
were no green vegetables.  Through these observations and experiences, I came to 
understand that while the family was not hungry, their food lacked nutritional value. The 
consequences of this were obvious through Lara’s waif frame and the baby’s underweight 
appearance. My observation of poor food storage facilities and kitchen hygiene standards 
struck me as being additional concerns for the family’s overall health and wellbeing, 
especially given the frequency that Lara and the baby had been unwell.    
The whole household appears ‘stuck’. The family is highly dependent on agriculture 
but has little land and security and they re-use local seed potatoes because they cannot 
afford to buy better quality seeds.  Because of this, and other factors such as price 
fluctuations, pests and strong winds affecting crop growth, their potato yields are low, and 
income is small. Sati and Hendra’s parents supplement their income by working as farm 
 
125 By ensuring families understand the imperative for updating their family card (KK) to be considered for 
receiving social assistance.   
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labourers, but it is still insufficient to cover education costs for Sati. “We work hard every 
day but still we continue not to have enough,” said Hendra’s mother. Their shortage of 
income and assets directly affects the lives of their children in multiple ways. Sati and 
Hendra have been unable to complete high school. Unlike their parents, however, they 
have not become farm labourers (yet), and Hendra tries to make a living in other ways. At 
least for the immediate future, his efforts are unlikely to yield higher income, and even 
less likely to generate enough capital for a strong business venture. With insufficient social 
assistance, Hendra, Lara, and Sati cling to the strengths of family, community, and Islamic 
faith to compensate and cope with vulnerabilities inherited from their parents and the 
political economic forces inherent in upland agrarian context.  
4.2.2 Rita and Budhi 
Rita, 21, was only 16 years old when she married Budhi, then 22, in 2010. Budhi, 27 
at the time of research, had originally come to the village in search of work. Both Rita and 
Budhi left school at the end of SMP because neither of their parents could afford for them 
to continue to SMA. They now have two small boys, aged 18 months and 6 months old in 
2016. Before having children, Rita had helped her parents on their land. She is now a 
fulltime mother, while Budhi continues to work mainly as a farm labourer. 
Budhi and Rita inherited their small house (42m²) from Rita’s parents after their first 
child was born. Their house is positioned high above others in the village and is a steep ~ 
300 metre walk from the main street in the village. After they married, Budhi installed a 
squat toilet outside at the back of the house. It is partially enclosed by a flimsy bamboo 
wall, but there is no roof. The house, in 2016, consisted of just two rooms: a bedroom and 
a space where they sat, cooked, and ate. The floors are earthen, and the walls are made of 
rough wood boards with significant gaps. There are also holes in the roof and it is often 
damp and cold inside the house. Budhi wants to change the earth floor and build cement 
walls, but their wage is insufficient to save any money for major house repairs or pay for 
water to be supplied to the house.126 “We [just] need material for the house. I can build it 
myself”, Budhi explained. Rita is aware of the effects of their poor living conditions.  “The 
house isn’t good for the children, there are leaks, the wind gets in and it’s cold,” said Rita. 
She worries about the condition of the house for their children, asking aloud “how can we 
 
126 Oxfam International defines a ‘living wage’ as one that provides sufficient income for a worker and their 
family to live on, including enough for suitable housing, education, transport, and food, and for saving a small 
amount too (L. Gibson, 2017, p. 25).  
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make the house better, comfortable and healthy?” as we watched the 18-month old child 
crawling on the dirt floor. 
After the first child was born, Rita’s parents built and moved into a basic and tiny two 
room tin house right next-door. 6 months after I first met the family, Rita’s father passed 
away. Her mother continues to live in the house next door, but she always eats and 
socialises with Rita’s family. Neither house has a well because they are located on land 
where water cannot be extracted without using high cost machinery for digging a deep 
well.  Neither can the families afford for water to be pumped up to the house. “We don’t 
have a well and the cost of paying for water to the house is too expensive,” said Budhi. 
Twice a day, Budhi, Rita, and her mother walk approximately 800 metres from the house 
down a steep pathway to the lempong (public water supply and washing area) to collect 
approximately 60 litres of water for cooking and drinking. They bathe and wash their 
clothes at the lempong. Early in the mornings, it is very cold high in the mountains and 
they do not enjoy washing there but they have no other choice. They boil the water in the 
house, so the children can be bathed inside with warm water.  
Despite their poor living conditions, when I first met Budhi and Rita, they were very 
reluctant to complain or criticize the government for not assisting them. “There are some 
good people and not so good people in the government,” said Rita diplomatically. After I 
got to know them a bit better, however, they began to express some frustration. “The 
government doesn’t pay attention to people who need water,” Rita said on one occasion 6 
months after I first met them. Meanwhile, Budhi was positive about the recently improved 
road access to the fields for farmers, but quietly commented, “little people [who need 
assistance] are not seen here,” referring to the lack of social assistance that they have 
received from the government to improve their house.  
Budhi first came to the village to work as a farm labourer and he continues to do so. 
Until a year ago, he was also supplementing his income by working as an ojek driver, 
taking tourists back and forth from the village on his motorbike to see the sunrise. 
However, because his motorbike is old and unreliable, breaking down regularly, he lost 
his means of obtaining additional income. The couple are waiting to inherit land from her 
mother, but “the land has to be divided in two (with Rita’s older sibling who lives outside 
the village) and I hope we can work hard and buy more land later because income is better 
as a farmer compared to working as a farm labourer,” said Rita.  Budhi agrees. He wants 
to be a farmer on his own land. “I have enough skills and knowledge to look after the 
land,” he says. The problem they face now, says Rita, is the lack of permanent work and 
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low income from labouring. Budhi earns Rp50,000 (US$3.50) a day when he works, not 
enough for the family’s living costs. Along with their own household needs, Budhi and 
Rita explained that the cost of social rituals when babies are born, or people die is 
expensive. It means that the couple have been unable to save any money, and by 
September 2017 their debts amounted to 4 million Rupiah (US$285), borrowed mainly 
from Budhi’s brother to cover motorbike repairs and costs of living.  
Compounding Budhi and Rita’s problems of low income, significant debt and costs 
of living is a lack of formal social assistance. The household receives 7.5kg of rice through 
Rastra, plus Zakat Mal in the form of rice every 3 months.127 Only Rita has a free national 
health assistance card (KIS). Budhi and the children are not included on the KIS. Rita does 
not know how they might be included in the KIS program and told me “we must wait for 
them to be invited.” The children are “often sick…diarrhoea, fever or cough,” said Rita.  
If they do not have the money to buy medicine, they borrow it from other family. On one 
occasion when I visited them, the oldest child had been sick with a flu and cough the 
previous week. Rita took him to the local midwife and had to buy medicine, “but Budhi 
worked last week so there was enough money to buy it,” she said. At the local government 
office, some days later, I discreetly enquired if they knew whether Budhi had any health 
assistance. I was surprised to be told that he had a local card entitling him to free health 
assistance. It is difficult to know the truth, but at the very least, it demonstrates ongoing 
confusion and uncertainty around who has access to what types of health assistance and 
the kinds of treatments they are entitled to.   
Evidently, there is a need for governments to raise awareness of available health 
assistance, so citizens understand their entitlements. As Fossati (2016) found, “many poor 
households are unaware of the [health] benefits to which they are entitled [which] reflects 
insufficient efforts by local authorities in socializing the program.” (2016, p. 216). The 
World Bank also points out that ineffective socialisation campaigns and poor 
communication strategies contribute to low public awareness of social assistance 
programs, particularly among poor and vulnerable households. The Bank recommends 
that “Indonesia should train a cadre of knowledgeable facilitators who would be tasked 
with counselling and providing strategies for vulnerable households to take advantage of 
 
127 In Cindaga Zakat Mal is distributed every 70 days to approximately 37 households, nominally to those who 
are unable to meet daily needs, unable to work, elderly, widows/widowers, or support orphaned children. 
Zakat Mal is equivalent to weekly rice consumption. For example, if 1kg rice is Rp10,000, and the food 
requirement per week for 1 person is 2.5kg rice, each beneficiary receives Rp25,000 per week. Rastra is 
distributed by the Family Welfare Development (PKK) organisation in Cindaga. 
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all locally available programs.” (World Bank, 2017b, p. 17). This might energise locals, 
like Budhi and Rita, to seek information regarding their rights to entitlements directly, 
something they are currently reluctant to do.  
Budhi and Rita have inherited economic vulnerabilities that challenge their lives and 
livelihood options in multiple ways. When I asked them what they most need to improve 
their lives, Budhi responded that in the short term he needs “akses modal” (access to 
capital). He wants to upgrade his motorbike, so he can work as an ojek driver again, or so 
that Rita can open a food stall in the tourist area. For him, however, farming remains the 
priority for securing a positive future for his family. Rita’s response is similar. She also 
sees farming and the growth of the tourism industry as opportunities for improving their 
lives. While the couple has enough money for eating and for the children’s snacks (despite 
the fact they borrow cash from family to cover income shortfalls), they “don’t have enough 
money for investing, buying land or improving the house,” Rita said.  She has lived in the 
same small house all her life, but she hopes for a different future for her young children. 
“I want my children to go to university and be successful, not farmers,” Rita told me. It 
seems that while she hopes her children can forge a new pathway, she has accepted that 
her own future, and that of Budhi’s, is to stay in the village and wait until they inherit land 
to work as independent farmers, rather than leave to look for work elsewhere. “In the 
village there are good people who help each other, even though it might not be enough,” 
said Rita, when I asked her why they choose to stay in the village. Despite their hope, 
however, the risk is that the cycle of inherited vulnerabilities and precarities will not stop 
with them but continue to affect their own young children.   
4.2.3 Rusli and Mawar 
When I first met Rusli (25) and Mawar (22), in mid-2016, they had been married for 
a little over 4 years and had a 13-month old child. At that time, they were still living with 
Rusli’s parents, neither of whom had ever attended school. Rusli told me his parents could 
not afford for him to continue education after primary school. Mawar, who grew up in 
another village and moved to Cindaga after marriage, did not advance beyond primary 
school either. Rusli started helping his parents on their land when he turned 13. Now he 
grows and harvests his own potatoes 3 times a year on a small piece of land he inherited 
from his parents, just after he and Mawar married.  Rusli told me he works about 30 hours 
a week on the land. When I asked him if likes working as a farmer, he shrugged and says 
he’s still unsatisfied because he needs more work and land to make enough money. “My 
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land is still small and there is a shortage of land for poor farmers,” he said. Rusli went on 
to explain that in his opinion, more needs to be done to prioritise access to subsidised 
village land for the poor because “there are poor who don’t receive and there are people 
who benefit that don’t need it.” He gave an example of a family who owns a car, but also 
rents subsidised village-owned land which should be rented to the poor. Meanwhile he 
does not even have a reliable motorbike but cannot access any subsidised land to rent. 
“That’s not fair,” he commented.  
When I asked Rusli why he has stayed in the village if he is unsatisfied, he said, “It’s 
easier to get work in the village than the city because I have no qualifications. It’s better to 
live here.” Indeed, according to the National Statistics Agency (BPS), the Open 
Unemployment Rate (TPT) for youth is higher in cities (15.9%) than rural areas (11.5%)  
(BPS, 2017c, p. 80). Rusli also referred to his friend who moved to Yogyakarta for ‘a better 
life’, but he could only find temporary work and returned to the village within 6 months.  
Reluctant to leave the village or give up his land and house, Rusli looks for other ways 
to supplement his farm earnings locally. “I work hard looking for money, that’s the most 
important thing,” he told me. Once a week, as a member of the Pokdarwis he works in the 
ticketing box. He earns around Rp50,000 (US$3.50) a day, depending on how many tickets 
are sold. However, the potential to increase earnings from ticketing is limited, so Rusli 
also busks for the tourists who visit on the weekends. He told me that while he can earn 
up to Rp70,000 (US$5) from busking with a couple of friends [he plays a rebab128], the 
income is not guaranteed.  
Meanwhile, Mawar has worked as a tailor for 4 years, making and mending clothes. 
She has an old, manual sewing machine that she would like to replace with a new electric 
model, but she cannot afford to do so. Depending on orders, Mawar works around 35 hours 
a week, earning approximately Rp30,000 (US$2) per day. One of the problems, she 
explained, is that customers do not always pay fast enough for the work that she completes. 
For example, Mawar was waiting on payment for a pile of finished clothes that sits in the 
corner of the room. To cover costs while she waits for payments, she told me she had 
borrowed Rp250,000 (US$18). The other problem, explained Mawar, is that she would like 
to expand her business and take on larger orders, but without savings and existing cash flow 
difficulties, she cannot.  Instead, she helps Rusli in the field if he needs it, because they 
 
128 A Javanese two stringed instrument.   
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can’t afford to hire any farm labourers. Mawar makes it clear, however, that she is not 
interested in being a fulltime farmer: “I only help my husband, I prefer sewing.” 
Six months after I first met Rusli and Mawar, they inherited a small house from 
Rusli’s mother and moved there. The house is very simple, with earthen floors in the 
kitchen and main room, a wood ceiling and plank wood walls.  They are pleased it already 
has a well for water supply, so they do not have to build one, and they use their relation’s 
bathroom and toilet, next door. However, they wish they could improve the house to make 
it warmer and more comfortable. “We want to repair the house so it’s decent, but we don’t 
have enough money,” said Mawar as she nursed their sick child who was hidden under a 
blanket. We were sitting on cardboard, pieces of old mats and mattresses and the room 
was very cold, even during the day.  
A few months after moving into their house, Rusli became unwell and was unable to 
work for 12 days. He went to hospital, approximately one hour from the village, but 
although he has a health card (KIS), he forgot to take it with him, “because I felt too 
unwell.” One of the requirements of receiving medical treatment is that the card must be 
presented at the hospital. To cover all the fuel costs and medical charges at the hospital, 
Rusli and Mawar used up all their savings, borrowed Rp500,000 and sold Rusli’s second 
mobile phone. Their experience highlights financial risks to the poor if they do not have 
their KIS with them at the time of seeking medical treatment. It indicaties that awareness 
raising campaigns are required in Cindaga, which should include information about the 
mobile phone application, launched in 2018, allowing users to access their KIS card 
digitally (BPJS Kesehatan, 2018). 
Since he recovered from his illness, Rusli is working more often. By mid-2017, Rusli 
was also working as a farm labourer in addition to his own farm work. He told me he worries 
about his child’s future education and he would like to help his younger sister to go to high 
school. He also had a debt of Rp2 million (US$140) for agricultural inputs and Mawar told 
me that her sewing business debt had also doubled in the last 6 months. She had still not 
received payment for some work and was continuing to borrow funds from friends to pay 
for expenses like material and cottons.  She hoped that she will be able to repay the debt in 
approximately 2 months, after she and Rusli harvest the next crop of potatoes.  
Despite their difficulties, Mawar and Rusli said they now have enough money for 
their daily consumption needs. Previously, they had struggled to pay the electricity bill, 
which they share with two other families. The families take it in turns to pay Rp70,000 
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(US$5) per month. Now, with the additional farm labouring work, they can afford to pay. 
However, their motorbike broke down one month ago and Rusli could not afford for it to 
be repaired. Like his father, who has never owned a motorbike, he now walks one hour 
each way to work in the fields. In addition to repaying Mawar’s sewing debt, Rusli told 
me he hopes to repair his motorbike after the next harvest, but in the meantime, he refuses 
to borrow more money. “The motorbike is just for ‘entertainment’, not a necessity,” he 
said to explain his decision not to borrow more money. Unfortunately, however, the crop 
failed to produce enough income to repay the debt so their cycle of precarity continues.  
Rusli and Mawar receive Raskin, Jamkesmas, and Zakat. Mawar said that the 
assistance helps them “a bit” with alleviating the cost of rice, but it’s “still not enough” 
because they still have other unmet needs. Mawar wishes for access to credit to expand 
her sewing business. Rusli, reluctant to borrow money, said he would prefer that the 
government finds other ways to support poor farmers to raise productivity. He believes 
that agriculture still has potential for poor farmers, but government assistance is required 
to prioritise their access to subsidised village farmland and adapt to climate change. Rusli 
explained that “farmers don’t know weather forecasts in the village” and “not everyone 
has social media access, but it is very important, so farmers can plan and adapt” [to 
changing weather patterns]. While he believes that land is still fertile for farming Rusli 
said “wild pigs and animals damage the plants, and roads still need to be improved to 
access fields”, indicating the importance of improving local infrastructure for farmers 
through the Dana Desa (Village Funds).  
Rusli also believes that the local village economy will continue to advance because 
of tourism, but that the litter problem in the village needs to be addressed,129 and that 
traditional arts and culture need to be re-invigorated. Although he believes the “strength 
of religion” is one of the best things about living in the village, he also stated that “the 
traditional arts are worse off now. Religion has become stronger.” While village solidarity 
is strong, Rusli believes greater cohesion could be achieved if young people worked 
together with the local officials to develop a “youth vision for the village.” However, he 
is not invited to any community development planning because, he believes, “I am not 
considered to be experienced,” indicating that he may have to wait some time before he is 
invited to give input at a musyawarah. 
 
129 By May 2018 rubbish bins had appeared throughout the village and locals were instructed not to dump 
rubbish in the streets or waterways. I still found evidence of dumped litter in some water sources, however.   
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Rusli and Mawar are committed to living and working in the village. They have no 
plans to leave or work elsewhere. Despite their difficulties “it’s still easier to get work here 
because I have no other qualifications or experience,” said Rusli. Although their house is 
cold and in need of improvements, it is theirs, and Mawar does not want to leave the village 
because “[it] is united and there are no bad people here, and it’s harmonious and peaceful.” 
She believes their prospects and fortune continue to lie in farming and sewing. “We already 
have a house here and the economy is good for farming and sewing” she told me. “There 
is also the potential of tourism,” Rusli added. In the future, Rusli admitted he would prefer 
to become a potato trader rather than continue farming, because he believes the income is 
better and more regular. In the meantime, it seems that Rusli and Mawar are willing to 
endure the difficulties they have inherited (poor quality housing, small land parcel) because 
they do not consider that leaving the village would be any better. They are hopeful that their 
livelihoods and those of other poor farmers will improve, if they are given the means 
(access to capital, and subsidised village land) to raise productivity. 
4.2.4 Putri and Iwan 
Putri was 17 years old when she married 24-year-old Iwan. Now 21 and 28, they have 
a 3-year-old daughter. Neither Putri nor Iwan continued education beyond primary school. 
They have been living in a small one-roomed ‘house’, which is detached, but next door to 
Iwan’s parents. They use his parents’ ablutions and ‘borrow’ their electricity. They usually 
prepare their own meals separately from his parents.  
When I first met Iwan in 2016, he expressed several frustrations to me. He was mainly 
concerned about not having enough income to be able to save money and not having any 
land of his own. For the past three years Iwan and Putri have rented a small piece of land 
(300m²) from the village government at Rp400,000 per year, however productivity is 
insufficient for the family’s needs. During the week Iwan and sometimes Putri, 
supplement their income by working as farm labourers, earning between Rp40-50,000 per 
day (US$3-3.50). However, Iwan told me that during the dry season there is less work 
available and that he was “only working about ten hours a week and waiting to be asked 
to do more work.” The rainy season provides more opportunity for farm labourers as the 
crops need to be sprayed up to 3 times a week to keep pests and plant disease at bay.  
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Iwan told me that he needs to earn at least Rp100,000 (US$7) per day to cover costs 
of agricultural inputs, stock for the warung bakso,130 household consumption and social 
obligations,131 but his previous two harvests were too small due to poor weather and pest 
problems. At that time, he had only a relatively small debt of Rp500,000 (US$35) from 
neighbours and friends for agricultural inputs, to be repaid after the harvest.  However, 6 
months later Iwan and Putri were living precariously: their debt had grown to Rp3 million 
(US$215) because of crop failure and low yields. Iwan also blamed the increase on “too 
many high spending costs, especially for social obligations” which he estimated to be 
approximately Rp100,000 per month. Putri said she had borrowed Rp1 million (US$70) 
to pay for meat and rice for guests who came to her house for pengajian, Islamic study 
group and prayer recitals. Later, I also learned that Putri had borrowed money to buy 
supplies for her small warung and to cover medical expenses for her child who had been 
unwell. When I asked how they plan to repay their debts, they repeated what Iwan had 
told me six months earlier: “after the next harvest.”  However, the debt was increasing, 
and their harvests were still insufficient. This meant that Iwan and Putri had no choice but 
to diversify their income streams.   
The couple rent a small warung from the local government for Rp250,000 (US$18) 
per year where they make and sell bakso to tourists. They take it in turns to work shifts so 
that on weekends when more tourists arrive, there is always someone there to serve them. 
Putri works at the warung from 8pm on a Friday night until 10am Saturday morning. Iwan 
replaces her after he has finished working as an ojek driver from 3am until 8am and been 
home for a short sleep. Putri returns home to sleep for a couple of hours and clean the 
house. Iwan’s grandmother sometimes looks after their child or she is at the warung too. 
Sometimes his mother also helps them to sell bakso at night. Putri says income from the 
warung is “uncertain.” If trade is good, she can earn up to Rp70,000 per day (US$5), but 
on that Sunday afternoon when we were chatting, she had only earned Rp30,000 (US$2) 
between 3am and 1pm.   
 
130 Meatball noodle soup stall. 
131 Based on the household survey and interview, each day Iwan’s household requires a total income of 
Rp100,265 per day: Rp32,285 to cover average daily agricultural input costs, Rp57,776 for daily necessities, 
rents and social obligations and Rp10,204 for bakso supplies. On average, Iwan and Putri’s income from 
farming, labouring and the bakso warung is only Rp52,703, slightly more than half of what they require to 
meet their daily needs. If their potato harvests are successful, they can repay agricultural costs, but because 
of crop failures they had been unable to and relied on the warung income and farm labouring work for living 
expenses. Evidently, they are unable to save money for their future aspirations and cope by borrowing money 
from other family.   
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Overall, Putri is unsatisfied with their return on labour from the bakso business. She 
tells me that the business had not been doing as well since relocating the warung twelve 
months earlier. At that time, she was told to move from the busiest tourist location to a 
quieter area because other warung owners said, “I was too messy and didn’t clean up my 
rubbish.” She disputes this, and says she feels she was discriminated against. “The rich 
people [traders] are at top of the hill and the poor people [traders] are below,” she said. I 
was unable to verify Putri’s version of events, however, empirical observation revealed 
that wealthier, more ‘well connected’ households do appear to have larger and busier 
eateries in the prime locations. However, they are also responsible for cleaning up the 
rubbish and I saw them doing so every morning after business closed. Meanwhile, below, 
the smaller warung owners, including Putri and Iwan, pay a cleaner Rp2000 (US15 cents) 
per week to remove rubbish from the area.  
Despite their current frustrations, both Putri and Iwan are happy living in the village 
and neither want to leave. Iwan said that one of the reasons he enjoys living in the village 
is because of its “solidarity and the helpfulness of the people.”  The couple believes there 
are more employment opportunities now compared to 10 years ago, before the tourism 
industry began to boom, and they hope their personal financial situation will improve over 
time. Nevertheless, their hope is largely based on becoming successful farmers on their 
own land. They do not enjoy working as farm labourers because the work is physically 
demanding, and labouring does not provide the security that is possible through land 
ownership. Putri even hopes she can employ labourers on her own land one day; “I want 
to be a farmer and employ other people to help us. We have a future if we have land,” she 
said, indicating that farming and land access remains critical for their livelihood.    
A few weeks later, I returned to see Putri and Iwan. They were working at the warung 
again and her parents-in-law were there too, working at their rented but slightly larger 
warung next door to Iwan and Putri’s. Iwan’s parents had decided that it is time to divide 
and pass on their agricultural land between their three children. The total land size is only 
160m². After it is divided into three, Iwan and Putri will inherit just 53m², so they must 
continue to rent subsidised land through the village.  
Putri also told me that the family’s new e-Kartu Tanda Penduduk (e-KTP, Resident 
Identity Card) and e-Kartu Keluarga (e-KK, Family Card) were ready to be picked up 
from the government offices, approximately one hour away by motorbike. She had 
previously spoken to me about the lengthy procedure to organise the cards and described 
the process as “slow.” However, Putri had not been to collect them for two weeks, nor did 
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she know when she would because they still didn’t have the money to pay for them. Putri 
believed the administration fees are around Rp250,000 (US$17). In fact, however, these 
cards should be free of charge. At the time of conducting field research, there was 
confusion in Indonesia about the administration and renewal process for these cards, as 
well as allegations and investigation into corruption at government level. Clearly, this 
confusion was still playing out and affecting the villagers of Cindaga and potential to 
benefit from state social assistance.  
Putri and Iwan receive limited social assistance. Every month they obtain subsidised 
rice (Rastra; 7.5kg), which, they told me enables them to increase their meal portions and 
they can use money saved to buy other kinds of food. They also receive local Zakat 
assistance of Rp250,000 (US$18) per year. Putri says they use this to buy food for the Idul 
Fitri celebration and for agricultural inputs like fertiliser. According to Putri, in 2017, they 
did not have any form of government health assistance. When their child was ill for 17 
days, they borrowed money to go to the Village Maternity Centre (Polindes) and to buy 
other traditional medicine from the healer. However, previously, in 2016 when I spoke to 
Iwan about what social assistance the family had, he said they had a Jamkesmas card 
entitling them to free health services. By 2017 his narrative changed, and he now believed 
they did not have one. This highlights significant confusion and misunderstanding 
between the couple about the social assistance benefits they may have, and along with 
others’ similar experiences, points to the need to improve knowledge of social assistance 
entitlements among villagers.   
The family do not receive the conditional cash transfer, the PKH, and the PKH 
Facilitator confirmed this.  I explained to Putri that I would be attending a PKH meeting 
in the village later that week and mentioned to her that she might like to come along to 
hear about the program. However, she declined and said she would be too embarrassed to 
come. “Social assistance is organised by the government, we don’t ask for it,” said Putri. 
When I asked the couple how well they believe the government prioritises social assistance 
for the poor, Putri responded “not well. There is no information about how to access social 
assistance and the government doesn’t pay attention to poorer young people.” Iwan was 
slightly more generous in his response. He believed the government prioritises the poor 
“well enough, but ‘small people’ need more assistance especially for health, food and 
looking for work…and infrastructure projects need to include local people,” he said.  
Putri and Iwan’s story is mired with vulnerabilities inherited from their parents and 
compounded by social constraints and political economy forces that limit their capacity to 
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move forward. They lack the education and skills to forge new pathways outside the village, 
and in any case, they have no desire to leave now that they have inherited a small amount 
of land. However, they continue to be frustrated by low incomes and the inability to 
accumulate savings. They satisfy eligibility criteria for PKH but cannot (yet) access it. They 
lack health assistance and feel ignored and marginalised by local elite and government 
processes. Nevertheless, seeking government support remains culturally sensitive.  Putri 
and Iwan are reluctant to actively seek social assistance such as the PKH because they know 
that even if they try, the state has imposed a strict limit on the number and way that 
households are selected for the program. Instead, the couple continue to work each day in 
the hope that one day, they will be invited to receive greater government assistance and will 
be given the opportunity to re-locate their warung to the busier tourist spot again.  
4.2.5 Ali and Rara 
18-year-old Ali completed SMP but did not continue to SMA because of the expense 
of living outside the village and the cost of high school fees.  His father and mother both 
completed primary school and have worked as farmers or farm labourers ever since. For 
the most part, Ali is unemployed. He assists his mother in their field in return for 
approximately Rp500,000 (US$35) after their crops are sold. Their house is located at the 
top of a steep road and rocky path adjacent to a smelly, polluted open drain. Although the 
house has cement floors and walls, there is no toilet or bathroom. The family walk down 
to the public amenities (lempong) to wash clothes, bathe, and collect water. They also use 
two very unclean and poorly maintained toilets, near their house, that are shared with 
approximately three other households in the vicinity.  
Ali’s parents do not own any land, however they rent 1000m² from the local 
government at a subsidised rate of Rp500,000 (US$35) per year, on which they farm 
potatoes. The quality of the land, located on the outskirts of the village, is not considered 
as good as some other parcels of land, and thus the rate is cheap. They have rented the 
land for 20 years but have never been able to purchase their own. In 2017, the family 
struggled to pay their rent, forcing them to borrow money from neighbours. When I 
enquired how they intended to repay the loan, Ali’s mother replied that she provides free 
Chapter 4.  Vulnerability and Social Protection: Experiences of Young People in Cindaga 
99 
labour to her neighbours for 2 weeks. “We borrow money, but we repay it by working for 
them,” she explained.132   
Ali’s mother married his father when she was “about 16.” When I first met his parents 
in mid-2016, Ali’s father told me he was 45 years old. I was unable to verify the age of 
his mother at that time, but they both appeared much older than 45. However, this made 
more sense as I learned more of their story over time. Ali’s parents had suffered from the 
effects of ill health and poor nutrition for a long time. In 2017, after I had spent a bit more 
time with Ali’s mother, she revealed that she had given birth to five children, but two had 
died when they were babies. They had no access to health care and “the babies did not 
thrive.” When the couple first married their house was constructed of bamboo, and she 
worked gathering grass and selling it to people who owned goats. “We have always 
worked physically hard,” she said.  
Although the house has been improved and extended through the government’s house 
renovation program (Bedah Rumah), the family are concerned that it still has no piped 
water. The yard around their house is too small for a well to be dug, and they cannot afford 
to purchase a diesel pump or pipe to bring water up from the lempong. Consequently, 
every day, in addition to the physical farm work, they carry large volumes of water up to 
their house in containers.   
Ali’s father was unwell when I first met him in 2016. At the time, he had already been 
unable to work for 6 months so his wife, Ali, and their son-in-law had been sharing the 
farm work. His problem related to gout, inflammation and joint stiffness rendering him 
unable to hold tools with his hands or lift heavy objects. Six months later, he was still not 
well enough to perform physical work and continued to require medicine from a pharmacy 
to treat the condition. The pharmacy is at least 40 minutes away by motorbike and the fuel 
is an additional expense. When they run out of money, they cannot afford to buy the 
medicine, so the pain returns until they find the money to buy it.  
 
132 In Cindaga, households often refer to borrowing money from their neighbours. However, immediate 
family or kin related through marriage often live nearby and are also referred to as neighbours. There are no 
banks in the village, and the nearest banking services are approximately 30km from the village. Thus, it is 
most common for households to lend and borrow interest free loans to each other, particularly for 
agricultural inputs and health or medical expenses. The expectation is that loans will be repaid after their 
next harvest. Thus, in the absence of banking services, villagers here continue to practise a system of 
‘balanced reciprocity’ noted by Sahlins (in Banton, 2004, p. 148) as “transactions which stipulate returns of 
commensurate worth or utility within a finite or narrow period.”  
Chapter 4.  Vulnerability and Social Protection: Experiences of Young People in Cindaga 
100 
When I first met the family, they had a Jamkesmas health card, but it was insufficient 
to cover all health costs. Ali told me that when his father had first become unwell, they 
asked their neighbours for a loan, but they did not have any money to lend at that time.  
Embarrassed, Ali’s parents requested a sumbangan (a donation) from the local 
government to assist with the cost of health care. They were given Rp500,000, but it still 
wasn’t enough, so his parents borrowed money from a bank. In 2017, I was able to confirm 
that Ali and his parents had received a KIS, however they had continued to purchase 
medicine each month for his father’s illness, suggesting that the card did not cover the full 
cost of his medical treatment or that they were confused about how to access the insurance.  
The family are eligible for the PKH if Ali returns to school, but they had not been 
selected as beneficiaries. Prior to 2016, they had been receiving the unconditional cash 
transfer, Bantuan Langsung Tunai (BLT). However, this program had been discontinued, 
and the family was feeling the difficulty of this. The only other assistance they received 
was Rastra each month, which enabled them to increase the amount and frequency of total 
food intake. In 2016, his parents told me they had not received any Zakat alms. By 2017, 
however, the household had started to receive Zakat Mal indicating that the local Zakat 
Committee had noticed their difficult circumstances.133 The most likely reason that the 
Zakat Committee began to give alms to the family is because their father had been unable 
to work for an extended period. Ali’s mother explained “our economy depends on health. 
When we are sick, we cannot work. If we are healthy, we can find money.” Their 
experience underscores the importance of ensuring access to government assistance 
programs and services that support the health and wellbeing of rural householders.  
Modernisation processes have resulted in new opportunities for young people; 
however these can lead to intra-household friction (Bouahom, Douangsavanh, & Rigg, 
2004). As discussed by Bouahom et al. (2004, p. 615), earlier studies (see Elmhirst, 2002; 
D. Wolf, 1990; D.  Wolf, 1992) on Indonesia have shown that although households “may 
sometimes operate as a ‘unit’, it [can be] a fractious one where cooperation is accompanied 
by negotiation, resistance and compromise.” Thus, disappointment and household tension 
can become evident where young people’s aspirations do not align with those of their 
parents. This was evident in Ali’s household: Ali does not want to be a farmer. He finds 
the work too physically demanding and worries about getting tired when he is older. His 
 
133 In 2016 Ali and Rara’s parents received 7kg of subsidised rice per month through Rastra. The value of Zakat 
assistance, which they started to receive in 2017 is greater than the state subsidised rice program: 20kg Zakat 
rice every two months compared to 14kg Rastra over the same period.   
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parents, however, need him to help with the farm work because of his father’s illness. Ali 
feels disappointed because his parents believe he should be a farmer. They worry that he 
will be unable to make enough money by pursuing his online business idea to design and 
print personalised t-shirt logos. Reluctantly, Ali works on the farm because “mother is 
already old, and father is already sick. It’s a shame,” he said. Although Ali is disappointed 
that he doesn’t have their permission to pursue his ambition, he reluctantly agrees to follow 
his parents’ wishes. At this phase in his life, without his parents’ support, and without the 
PKH, which might assist him to return to SMA, he has little choice but to follow their 
expectations.  
Ali is also interested in becoming a motorbike mechanic, but he does not have the 
skills or qualifications, and now that he has quit school and his parents have not been 
selected for the PKH, he is uncertain whether he will be able to pursue that either. For 
now, he wants to work casually as an ojek driver. But to obtain his formal Kartu Ojek 
(motorbike driver card), he needs to organise an Identity Card (KTP) and then obtain his 
driver’s licence (SIM). He must also buy the fluro jacket uniform and helmet worn by the 
ojek drivers. Again, he cannot afford to purchase these, and the family only has one 
motorbike that they use to go to work in the fields. Ali has also previously been caught by 
the police for riding a motorbike without a SIM and had to pay Rp100,000 (US$7), so he 
understands the consequences of riding without the correct paperwork. He borrowed 
money from his friends to pay the police fine.  
Ali has two sisters: one married and moved away permanently, and his other sister, 
Rara, 21, lives with them on a ‘part time’ basis. She comes and goes regularly between 
her parents’ home and her parents-in-law in another village 20 minutes away so that her 
parents can see their grandchild as well as to help them with planting and harvests. Like 
Ali, she discontinued school after completing SMP. However, in 2013, because she was 
unemployed, she was one of two young women selected by the perangkat desa (village 
office staff) to participate in a sewing course. The six-month course was funded by the 
government and held in Solo, approximately 160 kilometres from the village. After 
finishing the course, she was gifted an old manual sewing machine. She was also offered 
a job outside the village, but she did not want to live so far from her parents, and she felt 
her skills were still inadequate. Her parents agreed to pay for her to do another six-month 
course in Wonosobo, closer to home. After completing the second course, she moved back 
to the village and started sewing from home. However, the machine broke down in 2015. 
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“Maybe I overworked it,” she reflected. By then, she was 18 years-old, married and 
pregnant, and the machine remains unrepaired.  
Her baby, now 12 months old, was delivered via caesarean section at a maternity 
hospital in Wonosobo after she experienced complications. Rara stayed in hospital for 8 
days following the caesarean, however she did not have any health insurance or assistance 
and she and her husband borrowed Rp5 million (US$355) from relatives to cover the 
hospital fees. 12 months on, they are still repaying the loan. They still have no government 
assistance, benefitting only from Rastra when they are staying with her parents in the 
village. Rara had only just married and did not have a child in 2015 when the state 
collected data to determine eligibility for social assistance programs, meaning they missed 
out on selection.  
Like her brother, she has no desire to work as a farmer; “I don’t have any land and I 
don’t have a strong body.” She also worries that the market for potatoes is “too uncertain” 
with prices down at the time we were chatting. “Tourism is getting busier but support for 
farmers has gone down,” she remarked. Rara’s husband has two jobs. He works as a 
motorbike mechanic in his parents’ village and as a methane gas technician in hospitals. 
That work takes him away for up to two months at a time. His accommodation and meals 
are supplied, “but the income is only enough for daily needs, not enough to save or repay 
the Rp5 million debt.” She thinks he earns about Rp40-50,000 per day, so it is comparable 
to working as a farm labourer. Rara would like to continue working as a seamstress in the 
future. However, she cannot afford to have her sewing machine repaired yet. 
 When I asked Rara if she would like to live permanently in the village again, she 
replied that she was unsure. She is unhappy that her parents’ house does not have piped 
water, and this makes life difficult. “I only bathe every two days here because it is too cold 
at the lempong,” she confessed. “Public transport is difficult. Buying vegetables are 
expensive. Disposing of rubbish is difficult. And sanitation is dirty,” she described. “Land 
for building a house is cheaper outside this village too.” In fact, the only thing she enjoys 
about living in the village is that she can be close to her parents.  
Ali and Rara have inherited uncertain prospects. Their parents do not own any land 
and still struggle to pay the rent on their subsidised land. They have relatively little to pass 
down to their children. Neither of the siblings are enthused at the prospect of remaining in 
the village to work as farmers, and they do not see a bright future for themselves there. 
Both have other skills and aspirations, but these are frustrated by the wishes and poor 
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health of their parents, as well as low incomes and lack of capital to pursue their 
aspirations. Rara, her husband and child have no social assistance and are burdened by 
excessive debt. Her capacity to generate additional income by working as a seamstress is 
thwarted because her sewing machine is broken, and she has no funds to repair it or buy a 
new one.  While she would like to work as a seamstress again, she fears taking out a larger 
loan while she continues to repay the Rp 5 million for her caesarean section. 
4.2.6 Rendy 
When I first met Rendy in 2016, he was 15 years old. Some months earlier he had 
quit junior high school (SMP) and was unemployed. He lives with younger brother and 
parents, who by 2017 had adopted their 2-year-old niece after Rendy’s aunt died from a 
large stomach tumour. The family’s house is old, dark, and basic. Most of the living spaces 
have dirt floors. “We don’t have the money to change the floor,” said Rendy’s 46-year-
old father, who was cloaked in a sarong next to the smoky indoor fire, to stay warm. 
Despite their obvious income shortages, the family always offered me all sorts of snacks 
and hot tea every time I visited their home.  
Rendy’s father moved to the village when he married, some 16 years ago. However, 
they only recently (2015) inherited their house from his wife’s parents. The house was 
divided between 4 adult children so the space they inherited is only 20m². There is no toilet 
or bathroom in their house and the family walks around 300 metres to the lempong 3 times 
a day to get water, and wash. Like other families in this study, their water access problem 
is caused by limited land and space to build a well. Piping water from the lempong to their 
house is too expensive for them; a pump and pipes may cost between Rp12 and 15 million 
(US$850 and $1100) and the additional cost of diesel is beyond their means. 
Neither of Rendy’s parents advanced beyond primary school. His father has worked 
mainly as a farm labourer since he was 11, for 35 years. In 2015, they also inherited a tiny 
parcel of land (30m²). This is too small to produce enough income for a family of five, so 
Rendy’s parents continue to work as farm labourers. I often saw Rendy’s father lifting and 
carrying heavy loads of fertiliser to the potato fields, or his mother walking home after 
planting or weeding crops. Rendy’s father also works early in the mornings as an ojek 
driver. 10 years ago, they worked only as farm labourers, so while their household income 
has increased over that time, they lamented that they “still don’t have enough money.” 
Now, with their own small amount of land they have also been forced to borrow money 
from neighbours to cover the cost of agricultural inputs. And although Rendy says he 
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stopped going to high school because “he wagged,” his parents say it is because they 
“didn’t have transport for him to go.” They purchased a cheap, second-hand motorbike 3 
years earlier, but they made it clear that the motorbike is only used for “important tasks” 
in the village. It is most likely that the condition of the motorbike was not good enough 
for driving in and out of the village two times a day, nor could they afford the fuel or the 
time away from labouring in the fields.     
Six months after I first met the family, they had received Bedah Rumah housing 
renovation assistance. Their house had been modified slightly with additional plywood 
walls, door, and new mats to create a new sleeping and family area. They are happy with 
the change, especially now that their niece has joined the family.  
In 2017, Rendy had started working casually and he smiled happily as he told me 
about his new afternoon job delivering carica fruit to market with his friend. His mother 
is happy that Rendy has started to become more independent and although he has not 
started earning enough to contribute to the household budget, “he doesn’t ask me for so 
much money now,” she said. Rendy added that he is also “not bored now.”  Nevertheless, 
he wants to find more work because he mainly works in the afternoons and has spare time 
in the mornings.  
A few weeks later, I noticed that Rendy had his own motorbike. Surprised, I tried 
asking how he had acquired it, but he was evasive and reluctant to tell me. Although he 
does not have an identity card (KTP) that is required to obtain a driver’s licence, he had 
started to work as an ojek driver early in the mornings, like his father. He told me that the 
manager of the tourism organisation in the village “felt sorry for his family” so he was 
quietly given permission to start driving. Although according to Indonesian law, he is 
riding his bike illegally, he seemed unworried about any potential negative consequences 
(accidents or police fines) and was happy that he found another way to make money. 
Nevertheless, Rendy still has other plans for his future work. In the long term, like Rusli 
and Ali, Rendy would prefer to work as a trader or have a business than work as a farmer. 
“The income is better, and it is easier than being a farmer,” he says. Rendy demonstrates 
pragmatism, however. He says that in the short-term he is prepared to work as a farmer or 
labourer. He would also like to complete a tour guide course in the city and then work as 
an official tourist guide in the village. The course fees are expensive, however, and neither 
he nor his family can afford it yet. He holds hope that the government might pay for the 
course fees, so he can enrol.  
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While he believes that work opportunities in the village are better than they were ten 
years ago, he sees that alternative work opportunities still need to be improved, “especially 
for young people to work in the tourism sector.” For example, he still believes that the 
government needs to assist young people in the village to participate in training related to 
tourism because “we still don’t have enough skills.” Like other young participants in this 
study Rendy also believed more effort must be made to improve the waste management 
system in the village: “we need a rubbish disposal process here” he said adamantly. 
Rendy’s insights point to the need for social policies that prioritise training and 
sustainability issues that will benefit them and the community in the long-term. Indeed, 
social protection programs such as cash transfers, are routinely criticised for failing to 
incorporate training and paid work that might lead to long term positive impacts 
(Molyneux et al., 2016, p. 1087).  
Rendy was aware that his family receives social assistance from several government 
and non-government sources, in their case PKH, Zakat, BPJS and Bedah Rumah. While 
he knew how Zakat is distributed, he did not know how the other programs worked. “I 
only know that Zakat comes from the village, but I don’t know how to access government 
social assistance.” When I asked how well he thought the local government prioritises the 
needs of young people, he responded “kurang baik” (not so well). When I asked him why 
he thought that, he returned to his earlier point about the need to create more jobs as a 
priority; “it is very important for young people to get help in the employment field,” 
reflecting concerns about high levels of youth unemployment in Indonesia, particularly 
for those with low education attainment like Rendy (Allen, 2016, p. 15). 
Rendy is critical that there is nowhere for young people to play sport in the village. 
The sport field was turned into a carpark for tourists and for the warung when the tourism 
industry began in 2009. “We have to go outside the village to play sport and there is 
nowhere for young people to be creative.” This was a comment repeated by several young 
people in the village. The village has a heavy focus on religious activities, but the 
traditional arts and opportunities for young people to pursue creative hobbies are lacking, 
both young men and women told me. 
Rendy has many friends in the village and is like his father: that is, one of the 
friendliest and likeable personalities that I met in the village. Rendy has no desire to leave 
the village or his family despite their household difficulties. He has already assumed 
responsibility for finding work for himself, and although he wants more work, he enjoys 
what he is doing for now. Nevertheless, it remains to be seen whether Rendy can generate 
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a higher, more reliable income than his father. Perhaps his sociable nature and networking 
abilities may assist him to do so in the future. 
4.3 Discussion of Key Findings 
In line with a ‘relational approach’ for studying youth within wider processes of 
development and social production (White, 2015; Huijsmans, 2017), the following 
discussion critically reflects on the social relations and political-economic processes 
which create challenging conditions for disadvantaged young people. The discussion is 
arranged into themes, providing insight into the challenges that have been inherited by 
young people from disadvantaged households in Cindaga. The discussion also draws on 
Jones and Shahrokh’s (2013) conceptual framework, presented in chapter 2, which argues 
that social protection must address structural vulnerabilities and unequal power relations 
at multiple levels, as well as income deficits, to deliver long-term transformative effects. 
The core focus of critical discussion is on themes of education, agriculture, employment, 
and housing assistance.  
4.3.1 Education, Agriculture and Employment 
National data shows that young Indonesians are more likely to work in agriculture if 
they have a low level of education. In 2017, most workers in the agricultural sector 
comprised primary (SD) and junior high (SMP) graduates - 28.8% and 30.6% respectively. 
This decreased to 24.9% for senior high (SMA) graduates and only around 2% of tertiary 
educated young people worked in agriculture (BPS, 2017c, p. 64). This trend is observable 
among study participants in Cindaga. None had completed education higher than SMP and 
as a result, most were working in agriculture in some capacity (as farmers on rented land 
or as farm labourers), although they often engage in other activities either to supplement 
low farm incomes or to seek an alternative livelihood.   
Reflecting other recent research concerning farming futures in Indonesia (AKATIGA 
& White, 2015), young people in Cindaga have mixed views about becoming a farmer. 
Some are turning away from farming because they lack access to enough land: inheritances 
are delayed and becoming smaller through subdivision among siblings. Additionally, some 
research participants discussed the precariousness of farming, citing the high cost of inputs, 
reduced soil fertility and price fluctuations as further constraints to becoming a farmer.  
Nevertheless, despite these impediments and witnessing the difficulties their own parents 
have experienced, some participants still expressed a desire to become fulltime farmers on 
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their own land because they believe it will prove more financially and socially rewarding 
than working as a farm labourer. They know that in the past, some potato farmers in 
Cindaga have indeed achieved high productivity enabling them to accumulate profits for 
investing in more land and businesses. Those farmers’ transformations continue to inspire 
some young people from vulnerable households. However, the reality is that without 
enough land to farm, and access to capital, their farming prospects will remain limited.   
As outlined in the analytical framework in chapter 2, it is important to consider the 
structural barriers and political processes which prevent young people from pursuing 
farming futures (White, 2012, AKATIGA & White, 2015). There is some suggestion that 
vulnerable young farmers from disadvantaged backgrounds in Cindaga believe that the 
tanah desa (village land) rental system is inequitable and unfair.  The local government 
claims to prioritise poor and vulnerable households as tenants for the subsidised village 
land (see footnote 118), however, one young participant134 stated that wealthier farmers 
benefit while some poorer farmers struggle to gain access, implying that decision-making 
processes lack transparency. I followed up this concern with village officials. Village 
leaders said they are aware that jealousy exists among community members and that there 
is gossip between villagers about the system.135 However, they make an “assertive 
decision”136 about who is eligible to rent the land and claimed that there had been no 
formal protests or contestations. If, however, wealthier farmers are given (or appear to be 
given) preferential access to land, then skilled young agricultural workers may indeed feel 
they are ‘losing out’ to those who have established social and political networks to 
leverage greater access to subsidised land. Two factors could weaken the system: (1) the 
village government has canvassed the idea of dramatically increasing rents to generate 
greater revenue and (2) findings from this research corroborate other studies that 
vulnerable young farmers now wait longer than previous generations to inherit 
increasingly smaller parcels of land (White, 2015b, p. 332). Any discrimination towards 
disadvantaged young people or changes to the system will only further delay their 
productivity, and perhaps lead them to exit agriculture. Lacking other formal skills to seek 
work in the cities, their opportunities are limited to working as a farm labourer or working 
casually in the tourism industry.  
 
134 See Youth Profile 4.2.3, Rusli.  
135 Follow up interview with Village Secretary on 5 July 2018 revealed that local authorities are aware.  
136 Follow up interview with Head of Dusun Cindaga, 10 July 2018.  
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Findings demonstrate some young people in this study would prefer to undertake off-
farm work and remain in Cindaga. Largely, this is because their parents do not own any 
or enough land for them to contemplate becoming a farmer, but additionally, they lack 
education, skills, and capital to compete in the job market in the cities. Further, they cite 
safety and security of the village as a contributing factor in their decision to remain. 
Although it is true that the tourism industry has provided new opportunities for young 
people to sell bakso or entry tickets, busk, or work as an ojek driver for example, these are 
largely supplementary, casual, and insecure forms of work. Even with these diversified 
opportunities, incomes may still not meet their daily needs, and are insufficient to save 
money or repay accumulated debts, thus increasing precarity (Rigg, Oven, et al., 2016).   
4.3.2 Access to Social Protection Programs 
The decision by the central government to lift the number of PKH beneficiaries to 10 
million households by the end of 2018, with plans to reach 15.6 million in 2020 (OECD, 
2019b, p. 9), suggests that the Indonesian central government is increasingly responsive 
to the needs of the poor. This is supported by recent statements indicating that the central 
government expects regional governments to become more proactive in supporting the 
expansion of the SPPs by verifying and validating poverty data twice a year. In August 
2017, the Coordinating Minister for Human Development and Culture stated “the role of 
Regional Government is very strategic in the Independent Update Mechanism (MPM), so 
that the poor who are entitled to get assistance but are not yet registered can be proposed 
to be included in the integrated database." (Tribun News, 2017). In February 2018, 
according to an online media report, the Social Minister, Idrus Marham, reiterated this 
message at the opening of the National Unified Database Coordination Meeting in Jakarta 
stating; “the position and role of the heads of social agencies in the regions is very strategic 
to ensure central government assistance programs are well implemented” (Winata, 2018). 
Indeed, he went further, stating that “updating data is a call to humanity, not just a regular 
work task. With valid data social assistance for the poor will be targeted and provide the 
greatest benefit to the community” (Winata, 2018). To date, however, state processes have 
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excluded legitimate beneficiaries in Cindaga, who remain dependent on the central 
government to update the Unified Database (UDB137).  
One of the objectives of applying a political economy lens to the analytical framework 
of this chapter (and chapter 5), is to understand the young research participants’ 
willingness, and ability, to participate in political processes. In theory, democratisation 
should provide the opportunity for citizens to hold government officials to account for 
updating the UDB regularly to redress exclusion. However, no research participants in 
Cindaga village, including young people, expressed willingness or capacity to make 
demand on the government, As observed by Hickey and King (2016, p. 1237), “those most 
in need of social protection are thus the least able to exercise the agency required to demand 
accountability.” Like their parents, young people commonly stated they must ‘wait to be 
invited’ to receive government health or social assistance, suggesting that entrenched socio-
cultural norms and political processes prevent them from independently seeking assistance 
which they may be entitled to. If change is to occur more quickly, this could be facilitated 
by empowering citizens to seek inclusion in the UDB of their own volition. However, given 
that social assistance programs tend “to offer private rather than public goods…[they] do 
not necessarily require collective forms of action and bargaining to gain and maintain 
them.” (Hickey & King, 2016, p. 1237). Certainly, the young participants in my research 
did not indicate either willingness or ability to enter a ‘collective form of action’ or even 
individual action to gain and maintain access to social assistance.   
One of the most revealing findings from my research is that none of the five young 
families in Cindaga who have babies or toddlers, had received the Conditional Cash 
Transfer benefit, the PKH, despite the fact they are considered poor according to village 
ranking exercise and are eligible for the program because they have a child under six years 
of age or are lactating. These young families live precariously, often borrowing large 
amounts of money or selling assets to cope. As poverty in Indonesia is fluid, updating 
beneficiary lists is critical for capturing eligible households as their circumstances change 
(World Bank, 2012, p. 102). Changing circumstances includes young households moving 
through life stages of marriage, pregnancy, and birth of children. The PKH facilitator in 
 
137 The UDB is managed by the National Team for the Acceleration of Poverty Reduction (TNP2K). It contains 
the socio-economic and demographic information of around 40% of Indonesia’s population (25 million 
households or 92 million individuals) with the lowest welfare conditions. Households in the database are 
ranked according to welfare to identify potential social assistance beneficiaries (TNP2K, 2019). To be eligible 
for the PKH households should be ranked within the bottom 15th percentile of the UDB (Microsave 
Consulting, 2019, p. 8). 
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Cindaga said that some of these young households were likely to have been excluded from 
the PKH because their children had been born after the last household survey was 
conducted in 2015 and the household had not updated their Family Card (KK) or Resident 
Identity Card (e-KTP) to reflect the birth of their children. The cards are required to access 
social protection entitlements. If their changed circumstances had not been registered by 
the Dinas Sosial (Provincial Social Services department), their household could not be 
selected for the PKH or KIS. According to a local government leader, “if there is mistake 
in the name, a change in the ID Card or Family Card people go to the Village Office to fix 
and update it.138 However, young people in Cindaga commented on the slow government 
process for arranging the cards and uncertainty about the process and costs involved. 
Indeed, one young man, with whom I was discussing difficulties for young people in 
Cindaga, mentioned that “not everyone has a family ID card and the government provides 
little help. It’s a slow process [to arrange]139” indicating that bureaucratic processes delay 
access to the cards required for updating changed household circumstances on the UDB.  
This research also identified uneven distribution of KIS health cards within families, 
placing additional financial pressure on the household budget when children or spouses 
without a card are unwell. The young people interviewed in Cindaga did not understand 
and could not explain why some household members have received a KIS and others have 
not, and none demonstrated a willingness to find out or ask for assistance. This suggests, 
again, that one of the reasons young household members may be excluded from 
entitlements is because they have not updated their KK or e-KTP. It also suggests that 
vulnerable young people, because of their socio-economic status and age, do not feel they 
can seek or press for assistance from older, dominant government officials.  
Critics have argued that cash transfers must be complemented by other ‘transformative’ 
measures to break the cycle of poverty and vulnerability and bring about long-term change 
(Molyneux et al., 2016, p. 1087). As Koehler argues, “transformation could result 
if…[public]policies were successful…in actually overcoming income poverty and social 
exclusion, which would require a shift in power hierarchies.” (Koehler, 2017, p. 111). These 
measures should address local causes of poverty and vulnerability and respond to specific 
contexts and needs (Molyneux et al., 2016, p. 1088). Indeed, a transformative intervention 
would include input from young people, including girls and young mothers, in community 
planning and program design (Molyneux et al., 2016, p. 1088). In Cindaga, young people, 
 
138 Follow up interview with Head of Dusun Cindaga, 10 July 2018. 
139 Conversation with 30-year-old male on 28 June 2017 at his father’s house.  
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including young women interviewed for this research, wanted opportunity for their views 
and ideas to be heard by older people, particularly village officials and leaders. However, 
this will require a shift in cultural attitudes and practices at local government level and a 
willingness to engage with and listen to the needs of all young people. 
The development of a National Youth Strategy was announced in 2013, however by 
2015 few concrete policies had come out of the announcement (Ford, 2015). By 2019, 
progress is still limited. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) provided a 
background youth paper to the Ministry of National Development Planning (Bappenas) 
National Medium-Term Development Plan (RPJMN) 2015-2019 (Pickles, 2014, p. 9), 
but a National Youth Strategy has still not been finalised. Additionally, although 
Bappenas launched Indonesia’s National Youth Development Index (YDI) in 2017 to 
provide information on youth demographics and summarise the performance of 
government programs and policies related to youth140 (UNFPA, 2018), implementation 
of the YDI in 2019 is “not yet effective,” according to Head of Planning and Organisation 
of the Ministry of Youth and Sport, Mr. Sukmawijaya (Febrinastri, 2019). Realising 
“integrated youth development…according to the needs of the youth and based on the 
local conditions and potentials existing in the region” is undoubtedly still some way off. 
It is unsurprising, then, that disadvantaged young people in Cindaga, particularly young 
women, complained of being ignored by village officials and excluded from decision 
making and planning activities. 
4.3.3 Housing Assistance 
Consistent with the relational approach applied in this thesis to understand 
disadvantaged young people’s engagement with political processes and social protection 
programs, it is clear, that research participants are frustrated by a lack of government 
housing assistance. In Cindaga, high winds, heavy rainfall and low temperatures create 
damp, cold conditions inside houses made from wood and flimsy tin roofs, leading to rot 
and damage. While older generations also experience these hardships, today, young people 
demonstrate slightly more frustration. Indeed, as Rigg argues, “what one generation may 
lack quite happily, the next generation will find a failure to consume deeply degrading” 
(Rigg, 2016, p. 211). It is unsurprising, then, that young parents in Cindaga speak of how 
they would like to make their houses weatherproof and warmer for their children. Some 
 
140 The YDI aligns with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in five domains of education, health and 
well-being, employment and opportunity, participation and leadership, and gender and discrimination (see: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs).  
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are frustrated they cannot afford to weatherproof their roof or modify walls and change 
earth flooring. According to local government sources, a proposal was made in the 2015 
RPJMDES (Village Medium Term Development Plan) to renovate 63 houses, however 
funding through the ADD (Village Fund Allocation) was insufficient, and by July 2018 
only ten households had received assistance valued between Rp7 - 10 million for house 
improvements.141 It is not clear what accounted for the funding shortfall.  
Another significant challenge inherited by some young people in Cindaga, is the 
absence of clean, piped water or in some cases, a toilet in their homes. The reasons are 
varied, including a lack of capital and low incomes that prevent them from purchasing a 
pump, pipe, and diesel to deliver water to their home, or lack of space around the yard to 
install a well. The adverse effects on wellbeing are clear: young mothers speak of the 
inconvenience and challenge of walking up and down steep pathways to wash in the cold, 
collecting water to carry home twice a day, and unhygienic conditions at shared toilet 
facilities. Some young people said they feel ignored by the local government because they 
do not have access to clean water or a toilet.  According to a local government figure, efforts 
were made to remedy the problem of clean water in the village, using a pump and machine 
from Germany that were unsuccessful. “Now the Clean Water Program will be funded from 
PANSIMAS (Community-based Water Supply and Sanitation), PDAM (Local Government 
Owned Water Utilities) or a Water Company in Indonesia who are trying. Hopefully, it will 
succeed. The plan is to distribute clean water to Cindaga people.” The same source also 
explained that people without a toilet in their own home can use their neighbour’s and their 
priority is to improve homes through the Bedah Rumah program first.142   
Young people from poor and vulnerable households in Cindaga have inherited not 
only a lack of resources to deliver clean water and sanitation to their homes, but social 
norms and relationships that have reproduced, in them, a lack of agency and reluctance to 
seek assistance from local government officials. It is evident that young parents do not 
want their babies to inherit the same poor housing conditions they have been forced to 
accept. Yet, because of insufficient funding and entrenched social and political processes, 
they must continue to ‘wait to be invited’ for housing assistance from the government. The 
solution to housing inequalities will require ongoing shifts in cultural and social attitudes 
among local political elites so that greater attention is directed towards improving the 
homes and wellbeing of the socially disadvantaged. 
 
141 Follow up interview with Head of Dusun Cindaga, 10 July 2018.  
142 Follow up interview with Head of Dusun Cindaga, 10 July 2018. 
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4.4 Conclusion 
The youth profiles in the Cindaga case study, point to ways in which socio-cultural 
and political economic processes constrain and mediate the agency of disadvantaged young 
people in mountain Java. Their experiences shed light on how multiple processes produce 
intergenerational poverty and vulnerability. Findings suggest that participants in this study 
who are excluded from the PKH, particularly those young married couples with children, 
do not feel empowered to request inclusion. Nevertheless, established informal and 
religious social assistance practices which generate social capital and community solidarity, 
remain quite strong, contributing to their decision to continue living in the village. 
Turning to the potential of government SPPs to ‘transform’ young lives in Cindaga, 
evidence from this study shows that aside from the dominant problem of targeting, social 
assistance benefits remain insufficient for some students to complete their senior high 
school education. At the time this research was conducted, the KIP and PKH benefits were 
too low to cover accommodation, transport, and food because of high costs of agricultural 
inputs and shocks such as illnesses, and crop losses. Confusion about how to gain access 
to the free state health program, Kartu Indonesia Sehat (KIS), exacerbates household 
pressures during times of illness.  
To avoid jealousy and community disharmony created by targeting errors pertaining 
to social assistance measures, the Cindaga village government asserts that it aims to avoid 
being regarded as a ‘poor village’ and that only those in need receive government 
assistance.143 While on the one hand this position might encourage villagers to work hard 
to improve, on the other hand, it risks stigmatising the poor and vulnerable by appearing 
to blame them for causing their condition. As Keetie Roelen (2014) argues, “a disregard 
of structural causes undermines potential pathways out of poverty and vulnerability for 
those who participate in social protection programs” (Roelen, 2014, p. 59). Youth in this 
study are concerned about structural causes that constrain access to land, reduce soil 
quality and produce low yields; offer only insecure and uncertain incomes from farming 
and tourism; slow and unclear government processes and assistance to arrange and update 
e-KTP and KK cards and uneven distribution of KIS among household members; as well 
as their lack of inclusion and voice in government processes. These findings substantiate 
the central argument of this thesis: that poverty in upland Java is a multi-dimensional 
phenomenon, driven by multiple processes and unequal relations, the effects of which are 
 
143 The village government is “trying to teach the community that we do not want to be poor people so there 
is no jealousy. So now everybody is aware that poor people receive Zakat, Raskin, PKH. Everybody is aware 
they are the people who need help” (follow up interview with Village Secretary, 5 July 2018). 
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transmitted intergenerationally. Furthermore, disadvantaged households, and young 
people in them, are largely powerless in their capacity to gain access to SPPs which may 
alleviate their economic deprivation, at least in the short term.  
To conclude, young participants in this study come from households with a strong 
agricultural background. Some, but not all, particularly those with low education 
attainment, indicated they want, or will continue farming even though they have limited 
access to land and produce low yields. While they wait to inherit land, they try to overcome 
these challenges by diversifying their income through tourism activities and 
microbusiness, but their efforts are often greater than the economic returns, necessitating 
them to borrow money that they find difficult to repay if harvests fail. Therefore, without 
access to social assistance, affordable land, or higher incomes, it appears likely that the 
cycle of vulnerability will continue to affect these young families for the foreseeable 
future. Forms of collective ‘youth action’, such as working with village government 
officials to develop a ‘youth vision’, might enable them to challenge local structures 
through which vulnerabilities are generated. The next chapter explores the experiences 
and relational processes affecting the lives of vulnerable young people in Kahawa village. 
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5.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the experiences of 13 young people144 between the ages of 15-
28, living in households identified as poor or vulnerable to poverty, in the village of 
Kahawa. Compared to Cindaga, Kahawa is a larger village, and is located just south of Mt 
Merapi, approximately 45 minutes by car or motorbike from the city of Yogyakarta.145 
Kahawa differs from Cindaga in several other ways, including availability and proximity 
to a variety of education institutions and employment options, greater religious diversity, 
active youth participation by males and females in youth organisations, and mixed 
agricultural production. These factors influence the lives and work choices of young 
people in this village in different ways compared to the situation of young people in 
Cindaga. Nevertheless, these youth profiles also reveal some common experiences and 
views among young people of both villages to advance the dominant claim of this thesis, 
that poverty in mountain Java is a multi-dimensional phenomenon, driven not only by 
economic deprivation, but also inequalities across divisions of age, gender, and socio-
economic class. Chapter 6 will compare the patterns between the villages in more detail.   
5.2 Youth Profiles 
Like the youth profiles in the previous chapter, due to the nature of Indonesian 
household dynamics, these also incorporate the voices of parents and siblings,146 
presenting a more nuanced depiction of young peoples’ experiences and the ways they 
respond to challenges in their lives. Following on from the profiles, I draw out significant 
themes to consider whether and how social protection programs (SPPs) have already 
assisted or are likely to assist young people to overcome their disadvantages.  
5.2.1 Indra 
21-year-old Indra lives with his parents and bed-ridden grandmother. Indra enjoyed 
school and successfully completed an SMK automotive studies course. After graduating, 
he secured work as a mechanic approximately 50 minutes by motorbike from his parents’ 
home. He has no plans to move closer to his workplace, saying “the city is individualistic, 
 
144 8 males and 5 females. 
145 Refer to chapter 3 for more detailed description of both villages.  
146 Efforts were made to ‘hang out’ with individuals on other occasions if the researcher sensed the 
participant was reluctant to speak openly in front of other household members or friends.  
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while the village is united, and everyone helps each other.” Indra earns a very good 
monthly income of Rp3.5 million147 (US$250), well exceeding the 2017 provincial148 
poverty line of Rp396,271 per capita per month (BPS, 2018c), enabling him to repay two 
loans per month totalling Rp1.3 million. The first is a loan that his parents took out for 
house repairs and he now repays on their behalf, and the second loan is for his new 
motorbike. He also saves some money each month, for something big in the future, “like 
my wedding,” he joked. In addition to his income, he benefits from having BPJS health 
insurance, which his employer pays for him.  
While life has recently improved through Indra’s secure work, Indra and his family 
have not always found life so easy. Neither of his parents were educated beyond primary 
school and his grandparents did not attend school at all. Their main income has always 
been through farm labouring because their own land is too small to produce sufficient 
income. His parents continue to grow salak on their 100m² piece of land. They were 
originally given 50 salak seedlings through a government assistance program. Their last 
harvest failed because of an extended dry season.  
Indra and his family are Christian, and Indra told me he was able to attend SMP and 
SMK because his church paid all his school fees. “They knew my parents couldn’t afford 
the school fees,” Indra told me. In the past, the family were also given government 
assistance to purchase 2 goats. These goats produced offspring, enabling the sale of two. 
The proceeds of the sale were used to buy a motorbike.  They currently own three goats, 
which represent his parents’ savings. His grandmother receives the PKH due to her old age.  
When I first met Indra’s family in 2016, his father had recently recovered from a 
serious bout of tuberculosis (TB). He had been unable to work for over 6 months. During 
that time, Indra’s mother worked as a labourer or did any incidental work she could find 
to earn money. Indra began contributing a portion of his income to pay for his father’s 
initial medical treatment at the hospital. Later, his father received free medical assistance 
through BPJS at the Puskesmas (community health centre) which alleviated the burden of 
medical costs. However, Indra continued to give money to his parents, so his mother didn’t 
have to work as much.  
Knowing that Indra’s family have experienced significant financial difficulties in the 
past, I was interested to understand his views about how well assistance is provided to 
 
147 Only 10% of rural youth in Indonesia earn Rp3 million or more per month (BPS, 2017c, p. 76). 
148 Special Region of Yogyakarta (DIY). 
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poor and vulnerable families. He believes that in Kahawa “nearly all those who are 
struggling receive Raskin but some families who don't need the help receive it,” indicating 
concern with ‘inclusion’ rather than ‘exclusion’ errors, at least for that program.149 I also 
asked him about the vulnerabilities that young people face in the village: “The majority in 
the village don’t think about careers or long term. They don’t have any plans or prospects 
for their future.” He was critical of those who quit school early or work straight away as 
sand labourers, looking for ‘fast money’ instead of seeking “good quality work. If the sand 
runs out and they don’t have skills, they don’t have any work. The problem is there is no 
job security. Sand labouring is a job for lower educated people and youth.” 
It is easy to understand why young people lacking qualifications are drawn to this 
form of work, however. Daily wages from sand labouring150 are more lucrative than 
agricultural work, particularly for unskilled and fit young people. Nevertheless, sand 
quarrying work is insecure. This is often the case for those manual labourers without ‘good 
relationships to truck owners’ (traders) who miss out on regular work. Work is also scarcer 
during the dry season than the wet season when rainfall increases the volume of sand 
available; if orders from construction companies are slow; or if police are in the area 
‘checking licences.’ Sand labouring is also physically exhausting and dangerous with 
regular rockfalls and erosion posing risks of injury and death. During this study, for 
example, three sand labourers were killed by large rockfalls in a nearby village.   
I asked Indra what he thought the solution might be. “The mindset of the community 
must change…Don’t quit school, think about the future and have a plan.” He sometimes 
worries about the future for young people citing “community morals and young people’s 
views which aren’t forward thinking,” contradicting another view that young people in the 
village ‘think openly and progressively’.151 Nevertheless, overall, Indra told me he feels 
 
149 Indra’s family had been identified as having ‘escaped poverty’ (category B) during the SoP and ranking 
activity. However, during stage one of the research process, his parents stated that for 6 of the previous 12 
months they had experienced difficulties affording sembako (staple foods) due to his father’s illness. At the 
time of conducting the household survey, they were receiving 15kg of subsidised rice every month through 
the Raskin assistance, but it was “dirahasiakan” (kept secret), indicating that while they were included in the 
program, other, needier households were excluded. I decided to include Indra in stage two of the research 
because of his parents’ health and food difficulties, their ‘secret’ inclusion in the Raskin program, and because 
I knew that he was providing them with some financial support. By July 2017, Indra's father had recovered 
from TB, and they were not experiencing any food difficulties or receiving Raskin. 
150 In 2017, one order (one truckload), could earn two people working together Rp100-150,000 (US$7-11). 
This is shared equally, so each person could potentially earn Rp75,000 (US$5) per order. However, the orders 
are irregular, and labourers are often seen waiting on the side of the road waiting to join a passing truck, or 
they wait to be telephoned by truck owners to work.  
151 See Lukman, Youth Profile 5.2.7, in this chapter.  
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positive about the future for the village because “education is increasing.” However, after 
what he had already said about the lack of available ‘good quality work’ near the village, 
and propensity for some local young people to seek ‘fast money’, it is hardly certain that 
just ‘increasing education’ is the whole answer for overcoming vulnerability and poverty 
in Kahawa. Certainly, however, it is a critical factor, with evidence showing “workers who 
have completed high school are twice as likely to move into permanent, full-time 
employment…compared to those with junior high school or below” (Allen, 2016, p. 15), 
but the link between completing school and securing work is key. Indeed, Indonesian 
youth under and unemployment has been problematic for many decades with “the school-
to-work transition…a rather fractured and precarious journey for young Indonesians.” 
(Nilan et al 2011, p. 711).  
I probed Indra and his parents for their opinions: Why had he been able to achieve 
success at school and secure a career when others around him had not? Indra’s family, 
particularly his sister, encouraged him to think about his future and supported his 
endeavours to complete his education, suggesting that family and household dynamics 
play an important role in mediating outcomes. Indeed, evidence suggests that intervention 
programs which support positive parenting can build strong family relationships which 
can improve children’s cognitive skills and academic achievement in Indonesia 
(Tomlinson & Andina, 2015, pp. 8-9). Indra’s parents told me that “he worked hard at 
school, and his older sister motivated him. She asked him what he wanted to be. He was 
diligent.” Of course, this would not have been possible without the financial assistance he 
received from his church that paid most of his SMP and all his SMK school fees. In that 
regard, Indra was fortunate and his experience highlights how, if disadvantaged rural 
young people are provided support to complete high school and to seek productive 
employment opportunities, inclusive growth can be advanced (Allen, 2016, p. 15).  
Indra does not plan to leave the village. His friends are close by, and indeed his mother 
says “he must stay in the village [to support us]” because his sister has already married 
and left the village. Thus, Indra will continue to live with his parents and looks forward to 
inheriting some land one day. “Yes, I want to be a farmer, but only part time to grow fruit 
or vegetables for myself,” he said. His other ambition is to become a businessperson and 
own a grocery store, so I can be “independent and try a new experience,” he said, boldly.   
Indra’s experience exemplifies a ‘rags to riches’ story, made possible through non-
government financial assistance to complete vocational education and acquire productive 
skills training. Had he not had the financial support of his church and guidance from his 
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sister, it is uncertain, due to his parents’ low socio-economic status, whether Indra could 
have completed school and gone on to secure employment. Now, to overcome 
vulnerability and poverty, Indra recommends that other young people complete high 
school and plan for their future, rather than quit early and work as sand labourers. Of 
course, this is easier said than done, as other case studies will demonstrate. But Indra’s 
story indicates that with ambition, financial assistance and family social support and 
networks in place, it is possible that young people can transform their lives and end the 
cycle of inter-generational poverty.    
5.2.2 Yudi and Zainal 
In July 2016, when I first met Yudi, 19, he was living with his parents and 24-year-
old brother, Zainal. By June 2017, the household had expanded to six people. Zainal had 
married a young woman who also brought her child from a previous marriage. Zainal told 
me that although he was happier since marrying, his greatest difficulty is 
“economic…saving money is difficult now, my money is spent on daily needs. Before my 
money was for me, now I must share it.”  Zainal has limited work experience and few 
technical skills, and only started working as a labourer, quarrying sand, three years ago. 
Before that, he had been unemployed since leaving primary school. Today Zainal’s work 
hours are irregular, and his income fluctuates from week to week, making it difficult to 
save money152 for emergencies. 
For the past month, Zainal has been growing chilli on a small part of his parents’ land 
“as an experiment” but he has no plans to give up sand labouring because “the money is 
[still] more certain [than growing chilli],” he said. Nevertheless, Zainal, his wife and child 
are vulnerable to poverty due to his irregular quarrying income. His monthly income is 
around Rp1.2 million per month, or the equivalent of Rp400,000 per person per month, 
close to the provincial poverty line of Rp396,271 per capita per month (BPS, 2018c). I 
asked Zainal what might help him to build a more stable future for himself, his wife, and 
his stepdaughter. He replied, “getting skills…farming and building houses from bamboo 
so it can become a business…[and] I wish I could get social assistance.” Despite his 
 
152 Zainal works up to 10 hours a day earning around Rp100,000 (US$7) per day, depending on availability of 
work. The number of days he works is uncertain, usually three to five days. He has a loan for his motorbike 
and repays Rp150,000 (US$11) per week. He gives approximately Rp50,000 to his parents and Rp80,000 to 
his wife each week. Other estimated costs are Rp20,000 for petrol, and additional 
snacks/entertainment/clothes for him, his wife and child Rp140,000. Total approximate weekly expenditure 
is Rp440,000 (US$30) meaning he is often in deficit because his weekly income fluctuates between 
Rp300,000 to Rp500,000.   
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uncertain income he does not plan to move away from the village to search for other work 
because “it’s great here, safe, and I’m close to my parents.” Nevertheless, Zainal seeks 
some independence from his parents now that he is married, revealing that they had 
recently given him permission to build a separate bamboo house at the back of theirs. His 
underlying motivation to develop bamboo construction skills became evident.  
Neither of Yudi and Zainal’s parents completed primary school (SD). They work as 
farmers, growing and selling bamboo and sengon trees153 and they also have a milking 
goat. Zainal finished SD but says he did not want to do SMP, and his parents did not force 
him to continue. Although Yudi graduated from SMP, he did not enjoy it; “I didn’t like 
school, I got tired,” he told me. After SMP Yudi had no desire to continue his education 
either. However, it seems likely that household financial constraints had some influence 
on Zainal and Yudi’s decisions not to continue high school: Zainal told me that their 
parents had experienced difficulties paying for Yudi’s education, and that he had started 
giving them some of his sand labouring income to help them cope at that time.  
Yudi and I discussed whether he would like to be a farmer. “No, it’s annoying. I 
would rather be a pegawai (employee) than a farmer,” he said. However, if he had land, 
he would consider planting sengon trees because “sengon is easier to manage” [than other 
types of farming]. The reality, however, is that he cannot afford to buy land and must wait 
to inherit land which will be shared with Zainal. Since leaving school 3 years ago, Yudi 
has worked casually and intermittently as a sand labourer. There are periods when he 
doesn’t work for months at a time. I asked him why he doesn’t work regularly, and his 
response was mixed, interspersed with laughter, and joking with his friend who was often 
by his side. “Because I’m just lazy,” he said, laughing. His friend agreed. “Yes, he’s lazy! 
He doesn’t like thinking,” he said, poking fun at Yudi.  I questioned his and his friend’s 
response. “Really? For 2 months you have been lazy?” I asked. Before replying Yudi 
considered his response for a moment: “Well, it’s a bit difficult to get work. I want to 
[work], but I haven’t found anything which is suitable,154” he said in a more serious tone. 
His friend nodded in agreement, adding, “there aren’t many jobs here.” For young men 
like Yudi with limited skills and education, quarrying sand is the fastest way to produce 
 
153 Sengon trees require little work, can grow quickly, and be harvested within 3-5 years. Used widely 
throughout Indonesia for construction, the trees are considered a profitable way to make money. While 
Jokowi was still Governor of Jakarta in 2013, he actively encouraged citizens to grow sengon, calculating 1ha 
of trees could yield (after costs) Rp 867 million over 5 years, meaning Rp173 million per year, or Rp14 million 
[US$980 equivalent] per month (Tempo, 2013).  
154 Suitable work, according to Yudi, is secure, ongoing work.  
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an income. However, if work becomes scarce because of limited orders, adverse weather 
or police checking licences, so their lives become financially precarious.    
Jones (2016) argues that it is unlikely that the intergenerational transmission of 
poverty will be stopped if young beneficiaries of conditional cash transfers “see no gains 
in earnings attached to the additional schooling” (H. Jones, 2016, p. 473). Yudi does not 
want to return to study despite the fact his family had started to receive the PKH on the 
condition that he returns to school. “No, I don’t want to go back to school now, I would 
be embarrassed with my friends and I feel too old,” he said, instantly dismissing the idea. 
The local PKH Facilitator told me that if Yudi did not return to school the cash transfer to 
his family would be stopped. It seems likely, therefore, that Yudi will continue to work 
intermittently as a sand labourer and depend on his immediate family for additional needs. 
His mother, while disappointed, says she cannot force Yudi to return to study. Therefore, 
she hopes he will find enough work quarrying sand.  
Yudi’s experience points to how previous unenjoyable school experiences and peer 
relationships play a significant role in shaping young people’s engagement in education and 
social reproduction. It suggests that where young people have not had positive school 
experiences in the past, benefits from the education assistance card (KIP) and the Family 
Hope Program (PKH)  will be insufficient measures to entice young people to return to 
school, and other social assistance measures will likely be of greater benefit. The state, 
however, is aware that young people are not necessarily returning to school for a range of 
reasons even though their households have been selected as eligible KIP beneficiaries. In 
November 2017, the Ministry of Education and Culture acknowledged in the media that 
these reasons include “feeling embarrassed to return to school, working to help families, … 
geographic or social and cultural constraints” (Kompas, 2017a). The government’s solution 
to these problems is to increase young people’s motivation to return to school, calling on 
schools and village officials for their support. According to R Alpha Amirrachman from the 
Policy and Implementation Monitoring Section at the Ministry of Education and Culture, 
“motivation should … be given to the school aged children who are not at school to take 
advantage of the goodwill of the government to improve their welfare through education" 
(Kompas, 2017a). However, the state’s solution, to try and motivate students to return to 
school effectively for the sake of it is an insufficient response. Indeed, it could be argued 
that the PKH and KIP have been introduced merely to “alleviate the immediate symptoms 
or consequences of poverty and vulnerability, rather than identifying and addressing these 
problems at their source” (Roelen & Devereux, 2013, p. 3)  
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Other reforms, then, are clearly necessary to address challenges experienced by young 
people like Yudi who simply want regular work and income and are unconvinced about 
the benefits of returning to high school through the uptake of conditional cash transfers 
(CCTs). As Cook argues, evidence shows that for CCTs to be successful, one critical 
condition is to link them “to employment policies to ensure improved labour market 
opportunities and outcomes.” (S.  Cook, 2013, p. 18). In Indonesia, “greater focus needs 
to be given to addressing the challenge of vulnerable employment and informal 
employment” (Allen, 2016, p. 33). Recent policy analysis on the success of Jokowi’s 
social assistance programs by the SMERU Institute supports this, recommending the 
development of inclusive growth strategies through job creation and income generation 
(Suryahadi & Al Rizzati, 2019). New proposals for a Skills Development Fund providing 
government subsidies to employers to train employees would move in this direction. Dong 
and Manning (2017, p. 21), however, caution that “implementation will require a lot of 
government resources and bureaucratic cooperation, which raises doubts about net 
benefits.”  Both Zainal and Yudi would benefit from a strategy that prioritises on-the-job 
training for unskilled labourers, in construction and tourism, for example. 
When he can’t find work, Yudi looks for his friends to hang out with. “My friends are 
important to me,” he said. He doesn’t own a motorbike, so he borrows Zainal’s motorbike 
or walks. I often saw him with his friends at the bengkel (mechanic shop), near the local 
warung bakso (noodle stall) on the corner of the main intersection in the village. Over 
time, by stopping by the mechanic shop, I got to know Yudi and his friends better. Their 
lives are similar. They are all members of the local karang taruna (youth group) and 
regularly participate in meetings and community activities.155 Most had also stopped going 
to school after primary or junior high school, and now work as sand labourers or cutting 
and selling grass for animal fodder. I often found them smoking cigarettes together, 
laughing and joking, or about to ride their motorbikes to tourist areas where they planned 
to hang out. They would make new friends and occasionally pool their money to buy and 
drink locally brewed alcohol. Their main passion is jathilan, (traditional Javanese dance) 
and their enthusiasm was evident through their rehearsals and performances. Friendships 
and family are clearly important to Yudi, but nevertheless he conceded “if there’s work 
 
155 Yudi says youth in his village are obliged to attend and take it in turns to host the meetings at their house 
each month. Zainal attends the official local Rukun Tetangga (RT; neighbourhood) meetings once a month 
with other adult men. RT is the lowest administrative division comprising approximately 15-20 households, 
headed by an elected volunteer. The meeting time and place is broadcast over loudspeaker from the mosque. 
Women do not attend these meetings, instead they attend Family Welfare Movement (PKK), meetings, a 
state organised gender division between the institutional roles of men and women at the local level.   
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outside the village, I would go.” He demonstrated his willingness to take up new 
opportunities some weeks later at a community group project. 
I heard that Yudi was learning to construct buildings and houses from bamboo in a 
community group project called the Bambooland Social Enterprise. While Zainal had 
mentioned his interest in bamboo construction, Yudi had not, so I was surprised to see him 
working enthusiastically without payment to learn new skills. Recognising the abundance 
of locally grown bamboo and the need to diversify incomes in Kahawa, the project was 
devised and driven by two architects and academics from two Indonesian universities. Their 
long-term vision is for the local community to grow and manage a bamboo forest that they 
can develop for ecotourism activities, and to make and sell art and craft products from 
bamboo using newly acquired skills. The project coordinators hope that that village will 
become famous as a ‘Bambooland’, not just another ‘tourist village’.156 Yudi was learning 
new skills through a series of free training workshops over ten days, and the course trainers 
recognised his potential and enthusiasm for the work. After the course ended, Yudi was 
offered some paid work cutting bamboo and assisting in another construction project 
outside the village. There was also the possibility of further work in Kalimantan, he was 
told. Yudi accepted the offer to work for Rp70,000 per day, broadly in line with changes to 
the minimum monthly wage in Sleman district between 2016 and 2017.157 “I like the work, 
I’m not bored now, I’m very happy,” he told me, some days after he started his new job.  
Yudi’s mother was also happy. She had noticed he was passionate and motivated to 
work, and she was “proud and happy my child has got a job he likes.” Yudi no longer 
wanted to work as a sand labourer, telling me “I want to go to Kalimantan and work in 
construction.” For the first time since I had met him, it seemed he had a goal in life and 
was prepared to go beyond the village to succeed.  Unfortunately, however, Yudi’s hopes 
were soon dashed. Just one week later, I saw him walking alone along the road. I asked 
him why he wasn’t at work. “I haven’t worked for a few days, the contract has already 
 
156 The Australian Government’s Department of Foreign Affairs, through its Alumni Grant Scheme, provided 
partial funding for the project, and I was invited by the head of the village to participate in the community 
workshops and meetings. I was also asked to give a speech to the local participants as a way of supporting 
and encouraging their involvement in planning future activities and learning new skills for job creation. These 
opportunities enabled me to understand how important the project was for people like Yudi, but how hopes 
can be raised and then dashed through short-term informal work. 
157 Between 2016 and 2017 the minimum monthly wage in Sleman district reportedly increased by Rp110.385 
to reach Rp1,448.385,00 (Tribun Jogja, 2016).  
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finished,158” he told me, as he walked by. He did not linger to discuss it any further, and I 
sensed his disappointment.  
Yudi and Zainal are largely dependent on sand labouring work. With limited 
education or skills, this is the fastest way for them to earn money and does not require 
them to travel far. However, it is also labour intensive, dangerous and irregular. Yudi does 
not enjoy the work and would rather work in bamboo construction. However, that has also 
proven insecure and short term. Even though Yudi’s mother was entitled to receive the 
PKH on condition that he return to school, he does not want to, citing embarrassment at 
being ‘too old’ to study. He values the opinions of his friends and is influenced by a desire 
to earn money now, rather than pursue formal education that does not guarantee work in 
the future. Zainal has started to ‘experiment’ with growing chilli, but only as a hobby, with 
no prospect of escaping sand labouring: “there’s no other opportunities here. I’ve only 
known sand labouring. I’m not brave enough to try [any other work],” said Zainal. Both 
young men pursue labour intensive, precarious work that provides no security and little 
enjoyment. Yet, it allows them to remain in their village and pursue the things that they 
do enjoy and derive meaning from; strong family relationships, and close friendships and 
bonds forged through dance and local networks.  
5.2.3 Anisa 
Anisa is 15 years old and is in her first year of SMA. She lives with her parents, older 
sister, and brother-in-law in a dark, simple home with cement floors and wood roof. A 
‘keluarga miskin’ (poor family) sticker attached to the front door, given to them by the 
district government during SBY’s presidency, continues to identify them as a ‘poor 
family’. Her father is a rock labourer and her brother-in-law “sometimes quarries sand. 
There is no other work here,” according to Anisa.  
Anisa is a member of the local karang taruna (youth group). She prefers to hang out 
with boys in the group, because “the girls are in gangs” signalling her strong, independent 
character and capacity to make choices. However, Anisa’s agency is sometimes limited by 
what she feels are ‘old fashioned’ behaviours and attitudes of parents and adults that restrict 
 
158 Although employment has grown in the construction sector, this is a result of demand for low skilled 
workers not through structural changes such as improving technologies or greater skills. 90% of workers in 
the construction sector are employed as labourers on casual contracts, have low levels of education (SMP or 
less) and receive low pay (Allen, 2016, p. 7). 
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the freedom of girls in the village. For example, having to be home by prayer time and the 
fact that “a girl cannot hang out with a boy at his house. I don’t like it,” she said, defiantly. 
For the past three years, Anisa’s home has not had a bathroom or toilet.159 She showed 
me where the amenities once stood, outside of the main house. Over time, heavy rains 
caused the roof to collapse and it had not been repaired. The remaining structure is now 
overgrown with plants and weeds. The family use a toilet and bathroom over the road, on 
property belonging to the head of the hamlet. “It’s annoying using Pak Dukuh’s 
bathroom,” Anisa told me.  
Six months after I first met Anisa’s family, they were offered government assistance 
to build a new bathroom and toilet through the Bedah Rumah program. “Four people came 
to the house to survey,” Anisa and her mother told me. “But since then we have been 
waiting for one month.” They hope they will not have to wait another month. Anisa’s 
mother believed that they would be given the materials “maybe worth 15 or 16 million 
Rupiah” but she would be responsible for paying workers and providing them with meals. 
She prefers to use free, reciprocal labour assistance to save money.  
Anisa has two older sisters, 18 and 22 years old. Her 18-year-old sister had recently 
left the village to work in Malaysia at an electronics factory. Anisa didn’t know the type 
of job that she has, but she knew the contract was for two years. Her other sister studied 
accountancy stream at SMK, graduating three years earlier. However, she remains 
unemployed, joining the increasing numbers of educated youth finding themselves over 
qualified for new, modern sector jobs (White, 2015a, p. 14).160  
At the end of SMP, Anisa’s national exam score was not high enough to gain entrance 
to her first preference, a public SMA.161 “I cried when I saw my score of 17. I would prefer 
to go to the public school where most of my friends go. The quality of subjects is better, 
and the teachers are better….Now I have to go to a private school and pay more monthly 
fees than at public school.162” Her uniform cost Rp1,800,000 (US$130) and each month 
Anisa’s family must pay fees to the school of Rp50,000 (US$3.50). They were also required 
 
159 16.3 percent of households in the Special Region of Yogyakarta (DIY) shared a toilet facility in 2018, the 
highest of any province in Indonesia (BPS, 2018d, p. 190).  
160 Fewer than 200,000 formal jobs were created in Indonesia between August 2014 and August 2015 while, 
in the same period of time the population aged over 15 grew by 3.1 million people and the number of 
unemployed grew by more than 300,000 (Allen, 2016, p. 4). 
161 Anisa needed to score 20 on the national exam to gain entry to a preferred public SMA.  
162 “Households…face higher out of pocket expenses in private schools.” (Newhouse & Suryadarma, 2011, p. 300).  
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to pay another Rp3 million (US$210) per year for ‘uang gedung’, a school building 
maintenance levy. I asked Anisa and her mother if they benefited from any government 
assistance. Anisa told me that previously, she had used her KIP education card successfully 
at SMP, but since starting SMA she hadn’t been able to use it because her birthdate was 
recorded incorrectly on the KIP. She blamed the new school, but it is unclear how or where 
the administrative error occurred and when it would be corrected.163 Anisa asked the head 
of their hamlet if he can help fix the error “but he doesn’t know, and I don’t know where to 
go to get it fixed.” Consequently, Anisa was still waiting to access the funds and was critical 
of local political processes. “The process is too slow and there is still a shortage of 
assistance,” she commented, when I asked her how well social assistance was distributed 
to the poor and vulnerable in the village. Anisa’s mother was less critical, stating that the 
“PKH helps alleviate costs, but it is not enough,” indicating that both the PKH and the KIP 
are required to assist vulnerable households. Indeed, the World Bank states that if welfare 
benefits are integrated across programs so that households receive a ‘complete package’ of 
welfare benefits, social assistance “would lead to a larger reduction in poverty, vulnerability 
and inequality.” (World Bank, 2018c, p. 47). 
Anisa is uncertain about the future of the village. “The problem is there are never any 
changes; the village could be made busier with tourism…it’s not progressive,” she 
believed. I asked Anisa about the kinds of difficulties she experiences living in the village. 
She spoke about the insecurity of work available in the village. “Getting work is easy but 
it’s uncertain,” reiterating a common problem for all Indonesians involved in informal or 
short-term contract work.164 Anisa is uninterested in becoming a farmer “because the 
income is uncertain and it’s tiring,” she said. I asked her if she would like to go to 
university after graduating from SMA. Without hesitation, Anisa replied “No, we don’t 
have the money for university, but if it was free, yes.” Instead, Anisa hopes that she can 
become an ‘entrepreneur’ because “I can be happy working on my own,” indicating a 
desire to exercise her own agency, rather than be directed by others. It seems unlikely, 
however, that Anisa’s private SMA education will equip her with suitable entrepreneurial 
 
163  Problems such as Anisa’s are difficult to overcome because there is no grievance redress platform for the 
KIP (World Bank, 2017b, p. 10).  
164 “an over reliance on short-term contracting tends to expose the labor force to insecure work conditions 
and weakens incentives for on-the-job training and skills formation.” (Allen, 2016, p. 35). Short term contract 
workers are not entitled to severance pay. To date there are no unemployment benefits available in 
Indonesia, causing hardship for the unemployed or those who lose their jobs. However, on February 13 2018, 
the Jakarta Post reported that the Ministry of Manpower is preparing a mechanism to provide 
unemployment benefits to Indonesian citizens through the BPJS Ketenagkerjaan, the Workers Social Security 
Agency (Afrizal, 2018). 
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skills to begin a business. Although she studies general accountancy at school, she does 
not study IT or participate in work experience. She doesn’t enjoy mathematics and 
admitted the quality of her teachers and lessons are not as good as other schools. Anisa 
acknowledged her limited skills and shortage of capital will constrain her aspiration. 
Anisa’s experience is underscored by studies showing that even if vulnerable young 
Indonesians graduate from high school, they are unlikely to “have sufficient technical 
expertise in the field and are too young to start a business.” (Dhanani, Islam, & 
Chowdhury, 2009, p. 80). Azali (2015, p. 5). argues that “the problem…lies in the 
innocuously apolitical message of the creative industries campaign used to mobilise youth 
career and lifestyle expectations...[that]… often conceals the considerable investment of 
time, capital and material needed to develop the necessary skills, knowledge and 
reputation.” Instead, as Dhanani et al. (2009) point out, state investment would be better 
directed towards improving IT skills and English competency over entrepreneurship. 
In summary, Anisa has had some benefit from the education subsidy (KIP) during 
junior high school (SMP), however administrative errors delayed access to financial 
support at the beginning of senior high school (SMA). The Family Hope Benefit (PKH) 
has alleviated some household and school costs, although her mother laments it is “still 
not enough” because Anisa attends a private SMA that incurs ongoing monthly fees, unlike 
her free SMP education where there were no Sumbangan Pembinaan Pendidikan (SPP): 
a monthly ‘donation’ paid by families to schools165 and it had a School Operational 
Assistance166 (BOS) budget to provide free education. For the past three years, the family 
has been unable to repair their toilet and bathroom, relying on their neighbour’s amenities. 
Now they are looking forward to receiving assistance through the Bedah Rumah program 
to overcome this difficulty. A lack of work opportunities in the village for Anisa’s 
educated sisters presents new challenges for the family: her 22-year-old sister remains 
unemployed despite graduating 3 years earlier from SMK (vocational education) and her 
other sister has migrated to Malaysia rather than follow the same pathway. At this stage, 
Anisa aspires to become an entrepreneur and continue living and working in the village. 
 
165 The policy is determined at a provincial level and is dependent on whether the school has sufficient BOS 
funds (see footnote 166 below) for tuition and school activities. Where the BOS is insufficient, the monthly 
SPP fees are used to cover the shortfall in SMA and SMK schools.  
166 Bantuan Operasional Sekolah (BOS), based on the number of students enrolled, is allocated to schools by 
the provincial government. BOS funds can be used to reduce education costs such as textbooks and “for 
activities such as personnel management, infrastructure and professional development.” (Arsendy, 2018). 
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However, this appears unrealistic without access to capital, further technical skills, 
business training and work experience. 
5.2.4 Yusri 
16-year-old Yusri lives in the highest hamlet in the village with his parents,167 close 
to Mt Merapi. Here, the climate is very cool, dark clouds linger, and heavy rainfall is 
common. From the road, Yusri’s house is accessed down a pathway surrounded by tall 
bamboo, coffee trees and other rambling vines and plants. It is a peaceful location, tranquil 
and green. However, the idyllic calm belies the difficulties that Yusri and his parents face.   
When I first met Yusri’s mother, it had just rained heavily, and she invited me inside 
the home her husband had inherited from his parents. As I stepped inside, I noticed the 
cement floors were very wet. Initially I thought that she had been cleaning them. When I 
started to remove my shoes, Yusri’s mother insisted I did not need to, and pointed to the 
ceiling above. “Look, the roof is leaking,” she said. I was surprised by what I saw: not just 
a small leak in one area but substantial holes and damage to the entire roof caused by 
weather and months of heavy rainfall. The roof had been in this state of disrepair for the 
previous six months. Furniture had been pulled out of the bedrooms and into limited dry 
spaces, where the family was now forced to sleep. Electrical cables and power points were 
dangerously close to the wet floors and walls.  I asked Yusri’s mother if they had plans to 
repair the roof, but at that point they did not have enough money, and no one had offered 
them any assistance.  
It was clearly a challenging environment to live in, but “we are happy here,” Yusri’s 
mother told me. The family did not want to move despite their daily challenges and 
difficulties. “Looking for money every day to pay for house repairs and school fees is 
difficult. We must work hard” Yusri’s mother said when I asked her what the family’s 
greatest difficulties were. Her husband had insecure work as a sand labourer. Most days, 
after walking 30 minutes to find work, he labours intensively from 6am to 3pm earning 
around Rp2 million per month to support the family.168 While this exceeds the provincial 
poverty line of Rp396,271 per person per month, the work is not guaranteed and they live 
precariously. For example, during the previous dry season, Yusri’s mother said the family 
‘went broke’ (rugi) because he could not find enough work. They borrowed money from 
 
167 His older brother had moved closer to Yogyakarta to work in a restaurant.  
168 Yusri’s father works around 20 days per month earning Rp100,000 per day. 
Chapter 5.  Vulnerability and Social Protection: Experiences of Young People in Kahawa 
130 
the local warung owner to cover the cost of schoolbooks and other necessities and are only 
required to repay it when they can.  
When I returned to see the family at their home six months later, the roof had been 
repaired and the floors were dry. Yusri explained that his parents had decided to seek a 
loan soon after my first visit to their house. They borrowed money from their neighbours 
to buy the materials, and Yusri and his father had repaired the roof with mutual assistance 
from other relatives. The family was relieved and happy to be living in a dry house again. 
However, Yusri explained they now had a significant debt to repay, although he didn’t 
know how much it was.  
Yusri’s father completed primary school but his mother did not. He has a 22-year-old 
brother who graduated from SMP but could not continue to SMA because of the distance 
to the school and because they didn’t have a motorbike at that time. “My parents didn’t 
have the money for my brother’s high school fees,” added Yusri. His brother no longer 
lives at home and now works in a restaurant close to Yogyakarta because, according to 
Yusri, there was no local work. 
Yusri is now in his first year of SMA where he enjoys studying chemistry and maths. 
He told me he achieved a high score in the national exam at the end of SMP and was 
selected to study at the ‘number one’ public SMA. “It’s better than the private school,” he 
told me. Yusri, like other students with high test scores, had the advantage of attending 
the generally better funded and less costly public school (Newhouse & Suryadarma, 2011, 
p. 318). His success shows there are avenues for gifted and talented students to continue 
education. Unlike his older brother, Yusri benefits from having a KIP that provides Rp1.5 
million per year towards school fees, and in 2017 his parents started to receive the PKH.  
Nevertheless, Yusri believes that more needs to be done to prioritise assistance for youth 
from poor families; “it's not very good because there are some people who don't receive 
[any] assistance.”  
I asked Yusri what he thinks are the biggest difficulties facing young people in his 
village. In his opinion, “unemployment, a shortage of work opportunities and quitting 
school to follow parents’ work, like cutting bamboo or sand labouring.” Evidently, Yusri 
does not want to follow in his father’s footsteps as a sand labourer but he hadn’t decided 
about his future: “I don’t know whether to study at university or work. I would like to go 
to university and get a good job to help my parents. I often worry about my future because 
I don’t have self-confidence,” he said. I had noticed Yusri is shy and he sometimes had 
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difficulty conversing. This may influence his decision, or even determine whether he has 
the confidence to apply for a university scholarship.  
Asked whether he would consider farming, Ysuri said, “I would like to be a ‘modern’ 
farmer, not a traditional farmer.” His concern is that he may not have the opportunity if 
his parents have financial problems and are forced to sell their land in the future. Their 
agricultural income is extremely limited: they had produced just 5kg coffee beans at their 
last harvest, earning just Rp150,000 (US$10) and only slightly more Rp250,000 (US$17) 
from harvesting and selling sengon trees. He has also seen how his parents must undertake 
hard physical work to find and cut grass as fodder for their cow. His mother has suffered 
from a sore back for the past two years, the result of walking up to 10km a day to find, cut 
and carry heavy bundles of grass, up to 60kg in weight (cf. Dove, 2008, p. 333). Neither 
of Yusri’s parents can ride a motorbike. They walk everywhere, or if they need to travel 
far, Yusri takes them on the back of the second-hand motorbike which they bought so that 
he can go to school.  
Although his older brother was unable to complete high school because his parents 
could not afford a motorbike to take him to school at that time, Yusri does have transport, 
and benefits from the KIP and the PKH which supplements the household income. His 
parents value education and recognise Yusri’s academic potential and encourage him to 
apply for a scholarship to university. It seems that through access to social assistance 
programs, encouraging parents and a natural talent for learning, Yusri might attain a 
more comfortable life than his parents have had. This is still not guaranteed, however, 
and will ultimately depend on Yusri’s capacity to secure work after he graduates from 
SMA or university. 
5.2.5 Rudi 
20- year-old Rudi came to Kahawa when he was 13 years old to live with his aunts. 
Both aunts have their own families and live in separate houses, next door to each other. 
These days Rudi has no fixed abode, living between both houses and sleeping at friends’ 
houses in the village. Apart from working a few hours every day and occasionally 
babysitting his younger cousins, he has few other responsibilities or tasks. According to 
one of his aunts, “when he’s not at work, he’s with his friends or sleeping.”  
Rudi started, but did not finish, SMP. According to Rudi, in Kahawa, “school is easier 
to access [than 10 years ago,] but the desire to go is less,” implying that despite better 
access, the quality of education available in schools does not inspire students to attend. 
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Although his teachers wanted him to complete SMP, “looking for money is better than 
school,” Rudi told me, resonating findings of a previous study which show that in 
Indonesia, a high number of students “leave school early because they do not like it or 
believe that furthering their education will be of little use in their job search.” (Sziraczki & 
Reerink, 2004). Since he was 13 years old, Rudi has mainly worked as a buruh rumput, 
(grass cutting labourer). He is paid to cut and assemble grass into large bundles as fodder 
for goats and cows. Depending on the number of orders, he averages about 2 hours work 5 
mornings a week, for which he earns approximately Rp350,000 Rupiah per week, or around 
Rp1,400,000 per month. Rudi is, therefore, ‘underemployed’, working less than 35 hours 
per week but willing to work more (Dong & Manning, 2017, p. 12). Rudi’s uncertain 
income is consistent with the average monthly wage reported for young rural workers, 
which was Rp1.508,71169 in 2017 (BPS, 2017c, p. 76). Until the last few months, however, 
Rudi had also worked as a sand labourer, earning around Rp 75,000 (US$5) a day. 
However, this work is “more difficult to find now because there is a shortage of orders.” 
Like many other manual sand labourers, he waits for truck owners to call and offer him 
work. As a result, Rudi was not completely dissatisfied with his erratic employment 
situation. “I have some work, so I’m not unemployed, and I have some income, but I’m 
happier when I have a lot of grass orders and a lot of sand quarrying,” he told me.  
Rudi has no knowledge of formal social protection programs.  When I asked him if 
he knew if either of his aunts’ households benefited from social assistance or how social 
protection was accessed, he did not know. He “had not yet ever benefitted” personally 
from social assistance apart from Zakat. If he needs help, he approaches his family or 
friends and indicated that he did not want government assistance to overcome his 
difficulties. He prefers to help himself through “self-initiative… as long as I can find 
work.”  However, at this stage, unlike some other study participants, Rudi is unmarried 
and has no children to support. When he does, he may well become more interested in 
knowing about social assistance programs and how to access them. 
Although Rudi is not completely satisfied with his level of income and work, he is 
reluctant to leave the village. After telling me that he has insufficient work, I asked why he 
would stay? “Relations between old and young are good, it’s friendly [here] and I already 
have a Kartu Keluarga [KK; Family Card],” he replied. Rudi considers that going through 
the bureaucratic process of updating his KK at a new address is more problematic than 
 
169 Approximately US$105 per month. 
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underemployment is. In addition, he told me that although he has insufficient work, “getting 
work is easier here than in the city.” He didn’t explain why he thinks this is the case, but 
based on our earlier conversation about his low education and lack of formal skills, I 
inferred that Rudi is able to access unskilled labouring opportunities more easily in the 
village than he would expect in the city. Organising a new KK is not worth the time and 
effort if he does not have the skills or qualifications to find gainful employment elsewhere.  
Given that Rudi does not want to leave the village, I asked him whether he would 
like to be a farmer in the future. He replied “maybe.” His problem, like others, he said, is 
that he has no land and it is expensive to buy. Rudi described how villagers usually only 
sell land if they are ‘forced to’ because of economic reasons. When I asked him if they 
would normally sell the land to their neighbours, he replied “usually to people from 
outside the village [who] build houses or plant it with sengon trees.” He told me that if 
he did manage to acquire some land in the future, he would probably grow sengon too 
because the timber is fast growing and always in demand for building and construction.170 
Rudi compared this to the slower growing salak fruit trees that require greater care 
through agricultural inputs and regular fruit harvesting. He also told me his other ambition 
is to own a truck and become a ‘juragan truk pasir’ (a sand truck business owner) because 
with a truck “you can continually work, the work is more guaranteed and you can employ 
labourers to do the quarrying.”    
I asked Rudi if he ever worries about his future, to which he laughed and responded 
“never, I just relax.”  Indeed, Rudi is only 20 and exhibits a very laidback, carefree attitude. 
Like others, he enjoys practising and performing traditional Javanese dance with his 
friends. Rudi is also a member of the local youth organisation comprising approximately 
80 young men and women, and is actively involved in organising, facilitating, and 
participating in community social events.  
Although Rudi never attended school in the village and has lived there only for seven 
years, he has established strong friendships and close community connections. It seems 
that Rudi will continue to pursue informal and irregular labouring work, demonstrating no 
desire to seek employment outside the village or motivation to return to education or 
training. And so, for young people to stay in their village, as they would prefer, the 
imperative is to improve work conditions and opportunities. (Koehler, 2011). 
 
170 Planted in a large area of Java, sengon “is expected to fulfil the national wood demand and give time to 
grow for other higher durable wood.” (Prayitno, Widyorini, & Lukmandaru, 2017, p. 952) 
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5.2.6 Muhammad 
Muhammad, 21, born with severe cerebral palsy, is confined to a wheelchair. He lives 
with his aging, adoptive parents who suffer from various ailments and injuries brought on 
by a life of manual labour and accidents. In 1998, Muhammad’s father suffered a serious, 
permanent shoulder injury while cutting and carrying a heavy load of grass to feed his cows, 
and in 2006, Muhammad’s mother fell from a motorbike causing permanent knee damage. 
At that time, they had no government health assistance to pay for treatment and their 
injuries resulted in constant long-term pain and discomfort, limiting the amount of physical 
labour they can do. Muhammad’s parents are unable to push his wheelchair far, so this role 
is mainly undertaken by another member of the household. Taken in by Muhammad’s 
parents as a baby because her own parents gave her up, the woman who cares for 
Muhammad, is now 50 years old. She has no obvious physical disabilities, however her 
cognitive and communication skills appear limited and she never attended school. 
In 2010, Muhammad’s parents began to receive some informal assistance from a 
benefactor who Muhammad refers to as his ibu angkat (foster mother). The assistance 
resembled a child sponsor program, and as a result, Muhammad was provided a better 
wheelchair and the opportunity to attend YAKKUM Rehabilitation Centre171 in 
Yogyakarta supporting students with special needs, especially cerebral palsy. Each day, 
he was collected and taken to the centre in a wheelchair accessible minivan owned by the 
Centre, to participate in education and rehabilitation activities. He continues to receive 
free physical therapy there once a week. Financial assistance was provided through 
Muhammad’s education support centre to remodel the family’s house in 2013. It now has 
flat cement floors throughout, a cement ramp to access the house and a seated toilet in a 
room wide enough to accommodate Muhammad’s wheelchair. The financial assistance 
has improved household living conditions, and enabled Muhammad to receive some 
education. While he attended the education centre, his favourite activity was learning to 
design and make batik (traditional patterned material). He now hopes he can turn his batik 
hobby into a way of making money. 
Muhammad told me that his parents do not talk to him about their health or financial 
difficulties. However, he is aware that life is not easy for them, and he wishes he could 
 
171 YAKKUM Rehabilitation Centre receives funding from international NGOs including Kindernothilfe 
(Supporting children in need), the Ford Foundation, A Leg to Stand On, Light for the World, the Rehabilim 
Trust Inc. and CBM Australia as well as funding support through the Government of Indonesia’s Program 
Peduli (Care Program).   
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earn an income, so he might alleviate their difficulties. Indeed, over the time I spent with 
Muhammad and his parents, I saw his mother’s knees become increasingly painful, 
limiting the work she can perform and the distances she can walk to only the local shop or 
mosque. Towards the end of my stay in the village, the household income difficulties were 
exacerbated when Muhammad’s father suffered a severe, life-threatening stroke. On the 
last occasion I visited Muhammad, his father was home from the hospital where he had 
spent ten days receiving treatment.172 The left side of his body remained paralysed; he was 
unable to speak and was cared for round the clock by Muhammad’s mother. When I saw 
him after his stroke, he was lying on a simply constructed wood base with a mattress, in 
the front room of the house. The stress and worry of her husband’s poor health and lack 
of household income were etched on her face.  
Muhammad’s mother cried openly in front of me on occasions, but she tried not to let 
Muhammad, or his father see her anguish. I was concerned to know how she and 
Muhammad would cope with their increasing health difficulties and limited income. “We 
are not brave enough to ask anyone [for assistance] apart from family,” Muhammad told 
me. Separately, his mother told me “I won’t ask for help but if it is given, I will accept 
it.173” The family receives Rastra every three months and had been selected to receive 
PKH assistance in January 2017. They also had KIS and BPJS health assistance that 
covered most of the cost of her husband’s treatment in hospital following his stroke.  
Muhammad’s mother said her main concern is for Muhammad’s future after she and 
her husband are no longer able to care or provide for him. Muhammad, however, remained 
positive about his future, telling me “I don’t have any difficulties in this village because I 
have good friends.” He feels cared for by others in the community and his neighbours who 
sometimes bring them food. He also feels included, participating in youth group activities. 
I saw him with friends watching a local volleyball competition, showing that he is assisted 
by other young people to attend recreation activities, even if he cannot actively participate. 
When I asked if he would ever consider leaving the village, he was not sure and replied 
that he would consider “working outside but living in the village,” although lack of 
 
172 Muhammad’s father received medical treatment through BPJS Health Insurance, Class 3. However, after 
initial treatment for his stroke at a small clinic he was transferred to a large provincial hospital by ambulance. 
The ambulance service fee cost Rp200,000 because it was not covered by their BPJS insurance policy. Their 
daughter, who lives outside the village, pays the monthly hospital health insurance fee (Rp25,000) on their 
behalf because they cannot afford to. 
173 A new social assistance program targeting 22,500 severely disabled people was launched by the Ministry 
of Social Services in December 2016. (detikNews, 2016). Muhammad had not been included in this at the 
time this research was conducted.  
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wheelchair friendly transportation will undoubtedly hinder his mobility to work outside 
the village.174  His focus was to begin making and selling batik from home as a means of 
supporting himself and gaining some independence.  
I ordered some batik from Muhammad to take back to Australia. The problem, 
however, was that he did not have the money to buy all the equipment required to make 
batik at home. He had some wax and a paintbrush but no paints, so I requested Muhammad 
to sketch a design and do the outline in wax. Because he has limited hand mobility and 
grip strength, Muhammad still required the assistance of a friend to hold the paintbrush 
and apply the wax. Together, they fulfilled my order of seven pieces. For Muhammad, this 
was the first time he had ever received payment for work. He and his mother were 
overjoyed. We discussed ideas about marketing and promoting Muhammad’s work, and 
how he might use the money he had earned to buy some paints and other equipment to 
further his aspiration. Muhammad had developed a new sense of purpose and motivation.  
Nevertheless, Muhammad and his family must cope with multiple, ongoing 
challenges, not least is lack of income and poor health. While the family has access to state 
health assistance and the PKH has alleviated some burdens, Muhammad’s parents, 
particularly his father, are physically unwell and unable to generate much income 
anymore. Combined ongoing support from family, the community and increasingly, 
through state assistance will remain critical for Muhammad and the rest of the household. 
5.2.7 Lukman and Siti    
Lukman, 25 and Siti 23, are siblings, but live in separate houses close to each other. 
Siti and her husband live with her parents in a house they built in 2014, using sand that 
they quarried themselves and timber that they bought. Neighbours provided free labour to 
build the house: a form of gotong-royong, or ‘mutual assistance’ that is still often practiced 
in the village. Before building the house, Lukman, Siti, and their parents had lived together 
with their grandparents in another house only 100 metres away. In 2016, Lukman resided 
in the new house but after a serious motorbike accident in July 2017, he was moved back 
to his grandparents’ house because it was easier to care for him there.  
Siti and Lukman have two older brothers aged 27 and 29 who live nearby but also in 
separate houses. In addition, they also have a 6-year-old brother. So far, 25-year-old 
 
174 “Indonesia has not provided comprehensive disability access in most modes of transportation…most bus 
services in Indonesia are not wheelchair-friendly.” (Jakarta Post, 2016)  
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Lukman has achieved the highest level of education in his family. Because of the cost of 
formal education, Lukman’s schooling was completed informally, through Paket A, B and 
C.175 In 2006 he achieved Paket C in automotive studies, the equivalent of SMK, although 
he didn’t enjoy his course. He had wanted to study cookery, but the course was full when 
he wanted to enrol. His achievement stands out because his mother never attended school 
and cannot read or write, and his father did not complete primary school. Lukman has been 
an active member of his local youth group for ten years, and was elected as Treasurer, a 
role he has held for over 12 months. He also regularly attends the RT meetings with other 
young men, indicative of the strong social links across generations in the community.  
Siti, a member of the local women’s PKK (Family Welfare Group), did not complete 
primary school, and helped her parents at home until her aunt, working at a job at a nearby 
poultry egg farm secured her a job there 2 years earlier. Lukman’s parents told me that 
Lukman was “the smart child, but Siti was not good at school.” In another conversation 
Siti told me that she was kept back in two classes “but Lukman went straight through. 
Maybe my intelligence is less than Lukman’s.  My writing is still not so good, it’s scratchy 
like a chicken’s,” she laughed while describing her writing style. During a separate 
conversation I had with Siti, she also surmised that “because Lukman was a boy he would 
become the head of a family and have more responsibility than a girl,” suggesting that in 
part, her education was not prioritised because of her gender. Siti’s experience aligns with 
the parochial attitude still prevalent in rural communities whereby “yang bekerja adalah 
laki-laki, sementera perempuan sebaiknya mengurus rumah tangga” (those who work are 
boys, while for girls it’s best they arrange the household)” (BPS, 2017c, p. 57). 
Siti married her husband when she was 19 and he was 29. When I first met her in 
2016, she quietly told me that she married “because of pressure from neighbours and 
family.” Siti was still feeling pressure because there was “no baby after two years [of 
marriage].” She regretted not being able to work and save money before she had married. 
She was unhappy because her husband, a sand labourer, had not worked during the 
previous week. He was “playing,” gambling money in fishing competitions at a local 
fishpond nearly every day. “If he catches big fish he might win, but if the fish was small, 
he does not win.” However, by September 2017 Siti was happier. Her husband had secured 
a new job as a jeep driver, taking tourists to the top of Mt Merapi. “He is too tired from 
working long hours to go fishing now,” she said, smiling. 
 
175 Paket A is the equivalent of primary school, Paket B middle school and Paket C is equivalent to high school.  
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Siti has been working at a poultry egg farm for about two years, although she had 
only recently returned to work after being forced to take lengthy unpaid leave because the 
chickens had stopped laying eggs. For two months, the factory was closed for sterilisation 
before new chickens were bought. Her job involves collecting the eggs, cleaning, and 
feeding the chickens from 7am to 4pm. For this, Siti earns Rp 880,000 (US$60) per month, 
a little less than the average monthly income (Rp1,034,39) for females working in 
agriculture (BPS, 2017c, p. 76). Nevertheless, she is satisfied with her job: previously, for 
11 years after she left primary school, she had only helped her mother with housework and 
now she can give money to her parents. However, Siti would like to return to school and 
complete her education “so if I have children, I won’t be embarrassed.”  
After Lukman completed SMK equivalency, he found work just outside the village, 
as a labourer in rice fields. Within a year, he was promoted to ‘field leader’ and was 
responsible for managing soil fertility. However, after two years in the role he “didn’t have 
the heart to keep going. There was often cheating and problems between workers and 
bosses.” He decided to quit agricultural work and started quarrying sand closer to home. 
Nevertheless, Lukman isn’t sure whether he’ll stay in the village. “It depends on 
work…sand quarrying is getting difficult. There is a shortage of material” [since the 
government decreed sand mining illegal along the dry riverbeds]. He has hopes of working 
in Korea or Japan to pick fruit or vegetables, something which is gaining popularity among 
young people from the village. Lukman spoke of feeling “jealous of his friends who 
worked in Sulawesi after SMK and returned home with money to do further study. I didn’t 
think long term,” he reflected. Lukman told me he “likes all types of farming and would 
like to be a farmer, [but he] doesn’t have any land and the work opportunities are difficult.” 
Nevertheless, he was still positive about the future for young people in the village because 
“there is natural potential and youth think openly and progressively.” 
Not long after that conversation, however, Lukman fell while riding his motorbike on 
a slippery bend near his house. He broke his left femur badly and his motorbike was 
damaged beyond repair. I visited him three days after the accident. He was lying in pain 
in the main room of the house. Lukman’s mother was kneeling next to him on the bed, 
mopping his brow. His face was pale, sweating and he was clearly in great discomfort. 
Instead of a plaster cast, his broken leg had been wrapped in pieces of cardboard secured 
with brown packaging tape. Lukman’s father had constructed a crude, long lidless box 
from wood. Lukman’s ‘bandaged’ leg was resting on some foam that had been laid inside 
the box as extra padding. Later, the family discovered that the wood box, which they 
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thought would help his bone to heal straight, was in fact limiting Lukman’s recovery 
because it wasn’t flat, and exacerbated pressure on his leg. His mother said little, her face 
worried and strained. I had brought Lukman some food and drinks, but he was uninterested 
in eating or drinking due to his pain. The atmosphere in the room was tense and although 
I had hoped to cheer Lukman up, I felt uncomfortable. I said I would leave so Lukman 
could rest, however, other family members appealed to me to stay a while longer. 
I agreed, but I sat a little distance from Lukman with his father and siblings, making 
small talk, quietly. After a while, we couldn’t avoid the topic of Lukman’s accident and Siti 
explained quietly how it had occurred. They told me that they took Lukman to hospital in 
their neighbour’s car, but because it was late on a Sunday afternoon, most doctors were on 
holiday, so treatment was more expensive. In addition, the x-ray machine had broken down 
and they had to wait some hours for it to be repaired. Siti said she used all her savings 
(Rp300,000) to help pay for Lukman’s x-ray that revealed a serious injury, and basic pain 
relief medication. Instead of waiting for further treatment, however, the family decided to 
take Lukman to a traditional healer,176 nearly 3 hours away by car. I asked them why they 
chose this option as I knew they had a free health assistance card (KIS) and the injury clearly 
required a surgical procedure for optimal recovery. Lukman’s father told me they were 
confused and didn’t understand about the process of arranging the paperwork. Because 
Lukman had been involved in an accident and it was already late at night, they would need 
to report to the police the following day and then attend to paperwork at the BPJS office - 
“maybe two or three days to do the paperwork because it was an accident” said his father. 
They feared this would delay his treatment or cost them more money at the hospital by 
paying upfront. Siti was critical of the bureaucracy, and of access to hospital treatment: “the 
poorer people are less prioritised and told rooms are full or there’s no medicine [for 
treatment], and the rich people are prioritised. The poor die faster…Jokowi said all poor 
should get help but not yet.177” Clearly, despite increased coverage of KIS cards there is still 
great concern among poor families that access to health treatment in hospitals remains 
confusing and unequal.  They decided it would be cheaper and more expedient to go to a 
traditional healer, approximately 3 hours’ drive away.178 Painfully, Lukman described how 
 
176 Indonesians still commonly use dukun (traditional healers), especially in rural and remote areas. “As part 
of the national culture, the dukun is believed to be able to cure the patient’s illnesses, including chronic 
diseases such as cancer, heart diseases and renal failure.” (Mahendradhata et al., 2017, p. 169). 
177 A recent report corroborates this perception, stating that “in many cases, patients who are prepared to 
pay themselves will receive some privileges in most of the hospitals in Indonesia. These include bypassing 
queues for services and being prioritised for hospital inpatient beds.” (Mahendradhata et al., 2017, p. 151).  
178 Their neighbour who owns a car drove them to the healer.  
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the bone healer manipulated his broken leg in three different directions, without any 
anaesthetic, in an attempt to re-align his bones. It must have been an excruciating procedure.  
Lukman would return to the healer in three weeks’ time for a check-up.  
After three weeks, I visited Lukman to see how his check-up had gone. The first 
procedure had not been successful and Lukman had endured a second attempt by the 
traditional healer to re-align the bones. The family members had contributed all their 
savings towards the cost of Lukman’s treatments, petrol for transportation, some basic 
pain relief, magnesium and calcium tablets.  However, it was insufficient and clearly not 
working. Two months after his accident, Lukman was still lying in the front room, unable 
to sit up or move. His parents had not worked regularly, staying at home to look after him. 
They relied on financial support from Siti and her older brothers. “Life is more difficult 
without Lukman’s income. It’s very important that he recovers,” his mother told me. 
Lukman tried to remain positive about his future, “I’m certain my leg will recover.”  In 
January 2018, however, his leg had still not healed. Finally, in late January, nearly six 
months after the accident, Lukman received assistance from a ‘Health Cadre’ (an 
intermediary) who arranged for a free operation in hospital to re-align the broken femur.  
Alarmingly, data reveal that road traffic accidents are increasing in Indonesia, and 
that motorcycle accidents account for the majority of injuries and deaths, with young 
people most at risk (Faizal, 2017). The head of Indonesia’s Health Crisis Prevention 
Centre was reported to have stated that “more than half of traffic accidents here occur with 
people riding a two-wheeler. Most of them are a single-vehicle crash, which affects people 
in the age group of 22 to 25 years.” (Faizal, 2017). Of course, addressing the causes of 
accidents is critical to preventing them in the first place, but given that road fatalities were 
predicted to increase from 28,000 in 2014 to 40,000 per year by 2020, demand for health 
assistance will also likely increase at a parallel rate. Clearly, there is a strong practical case 
for enhancing the health insurance program given that social protection is intended to play 
a key role in promoting growth and productivity. Lukman’s accident significantly affected 
not only his own health and productivity, but also exacerbated financial hardship for his 
family as they all used up their savings to cover his treatment.  
By May 2018, when I returned to the village briefly, Lukman’s leg was finally healing, 
and he could leave the house on crutches. However, he still had no income and had sold his 
broken motorbike as spare parts. He remained dependent on his family to provide financial 
support. Lukman still wasn’t sure what he might do after his leg has fully mended: “the 
most important thing is to get better,” he said. Lukman’s experience reveals several social 
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and political factors which impeded his capacity to seek medical assistance and ultimately, 
his recovery. Firstly, although they had a KIS, they did not understand the lengthy process 
of arranging the insurance paperwork and could not afford upfront fees for immediate 
medical attention. To avoid this, they consulted a traditional healer, who manipulated 
Lukman’s bones on two occasions without success, complicating and delaying his 
recovery. Clearly, without intervention by the Health Cadre to arrange an operation, 
Lukman may have ended up with a permanently damaged leg and a bleak future. Had a 
cadre intervened when he was taken to hospital immediately after his accident, it is possible 
that his family may not have decided to revert to traditional methods of treatment. His story 
exemplifies the social and political processes which delay emergency treatment for young 
informal and vulnerable workers. It highlights how greater attention must be given to 
providing equal access to emergency medical assistance, regardless of socio-economic 
status. For this to occur, however, it is imperative to challenge and overcome the entrenched 
causal drivers of discriminatory practices such as prioritising wealthier patients or denying 
health care to the poor because they cannot afford fees (Rosser, 2012, p. 259).  
5.2.8 Iyan and Nurul 
Iyan, 28, is one of Lukman and Siti’s older brothers. He no longer attends youth group 
activities now that he is married with a 5-year-old child. Instead, Iyan is an active 
participant in the men’s RT meetings, attending each month so he “can understand local 
affairs.” Iyan lives with his wife, Nurul, 26, an active volunteer at the local women’s 
Posyandu.179 Iyan inherited an old house from his grandparents who live next door and 
retain ownership of the family land. He recently borrowed Rp2 million (US$140) from a 
bank to buy materials to renovate the kitchen, which he repays with interest at Rp200,000 
(US$14) per month. His family provided free labour to complete the renovation. However, 
the house doesn’t have its own source of electricity and 450 watts is shared between 3 
houses on the property. “It’s annoying because the electricity is weak and intermittent but 
if we want our own electricity, it’s expensive,” said Iyan.  
Iyan has worked as a sand labourer since 2006 while Nurul is a fulltime mother and 
homemaker. Before their child was born, she worked in a factory making gloves for 3 years. 
Nurul would like to work again, however for now she feels she must stay at home to look 
after their child. The couple plan to have a second child, so Nurul is unlikely to return to 
 
179 Pos Pelayanan Terpadu (Integrated Service Post) is a monthly service for pregnant women and small 
children providing nutritional supplements and vaccinations and monitoring health of babies and children.  
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work soon. Like other labourers, Iyan usually earns around Rp100,000 per day, and on 
average, he works 4 to 5 days a week. He gives most of his wage to Nurul and she is 
responsible for the household budget. They estimated their weekly expenditure to be almost 
Rp500,000. Iyan told me that his “income is enough for daily needs180 but nothing else. I 
would rather earn Rp300,000 per day so I can save money and not have to borrow any.” 
The couple told me that their main difficulty was Iyan’s irregular income. Their only 
savings had been invested in 2 goats which they had recently sold to pay for their child’s 
Rp750,000 kindergarten enrolment fee and Rp50,000 monthly contributions to the 
school.181 The sale of the goats also paid for Lukman’s x-ray (Rp294,000) at the hospital 
after his motorbike accident. “I don’t have any savings left, it’s all gone,” said Iyan.  
Nurul and Iyan discussed what they believed were the greatest difficulties facing 
young people in their village, namely the local economy and the lack of adequate skills 
and work opportunities. Nurul was concerned about the distance young people must travel 
to access decent employment opportunities and wishes there were “more jobs closer to the 
village.” However, she also commented that “for residents here, the important thing is to 
do any work as long as it is halal.182” For her, money, while necessary, is less important 
than maintaining Islamic morals and values.  
Iyan differentiated between the skills and prospects of those who have benefited from 
education and those who haven’t: “Children who have been to schoolwork outside the 
village in factories, the rest work as sand labourers.” He recognised that completing high 
school is critical for avoiding physically intensive labouring work and for a more 
‘comfortable’ future. The couple hopes that their child will not experience the same 
limitations as they have. “I worry sometimes, I hope that my child can attend higher 
education,” Nurul confessed. Iyan also worries, but he is more concerned about the next 
eruption of Mt Merapi. During the last eruption in 2010, he was unable to work for more 
than 45 days and they only ate instant noodles. Paradoxically, despite his fears of the next 
major volcanic eruption, he knows that it will deliver more sand, which brings opportunity 
for work. For Iyan, who lacks qualifications and formal skills, sand labouring remains “the 
most efficient way to earn money.”  
 
180 Iyan’s income fluctuates: if he only works 4 days x Rp100,000 his income falls short of the household’s 
estimated weekly expenditure: Rp485,000.  
181 Sumbangan Pembinaan Pendidikan (SPP) are monthly contributions to the school to cover teaching and 
learning costs. SPP fees are not charged at primary (SD) or junior high (SMP) levels but as most pre-primary 
(TK) are private, monthly fees are usually charged.   
182 In accordance with Islamic law. 
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Iyan and Nurul don’t receive any social assistance from the government, apart from 
Rastra, every two months, which is shared throughout the village. I asked them if they 
thought it was difficult to seek health or social assistance in their village. “No one has ever 
come here to invite us to receive social assistance… I want to organise it, but it’s all done 
centrally, especially KIS, so I have to ask a village cadre or organiser,” said Nurul. She is 
critical of the way social assistance is targeted, suggesting “the rules need to be clearer 
because the targets are not exact. Some people who get the cards can already afford 
things.” Iyan’s response went further: “I’m a village person, I don’t understand it [the 
social assistance system].” Unwittingly, Iyan was reinforcing a stereotypical image of 
rural people as uneducated, by comparison with ‘educated city-folk’. There is, however, 
some uncomfortable truth to this which is relevant to understanding why and how rural 
people may be reluctant or avoid claiming entitlements.  
BPS figures reveal illiteracy is 8 times higher among rural youth compared to their 
urban counterparts (BPS, 2017c, p. 25). Further, in 2017 only 27.2% of rural youth had 
completed SMA compared to 41.2% in urban areas (BPS, 2017c, p. 29). Meanwhile, the 
World Bank claims that “according to international tests, more than 55 percent of 
Indonesians who finish their education are functionally illiterate, a much larger share than 
registered in Vietnam (14 percent)” (World Bank, 2018b, p. 28). While it is true Iyan only 
completed SD and may struggle to understand or complete paperwork for organising 
social assistance, he employs other coping mechanisms if he needs money, stating “I use 
my own efforts or maybe borrow from neighbours.”  Of course, the reality is that he has 
few other options available and cannot seek help from his parents because “[they]are 
disadvantaged too.183” Indeed, Iyan hopes that “if there is another census survey… we can 
get cards and social assistance,” indicating that they will wait to be selected rather than 
actively seek assistance.  
Neither Nurul nor Iyan aspire to be fulltime farmers. Nurul said she doesn’t have the 
skills and while Iyan agrees that he doesn’t either, he said he could learn. His reason rests 
more on the fact that he “doesn’t have land or capital to buy land.” He hopes he will inherit 
some, although it will be divided between his four siblings too. He estimated he might 
inherit “more or less 300m²,” a very small plot. Iyan would like to use the land for 
productive purposes to supplement his sand labouring income. He already has ideas about 
what he might plant on it, “tubers…or grass which can also be sold,” he said.  
 
183 Iyan described his parents as ‘kurang mampu’ (less fortunate or underprivileged). 
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Iyan and Nurul live precariously. Their income is uncertain, and after selling their 
goats to pay for school enrolment fees and unexpected medical costs, they have no 
savings left. Even after Lukman’s unfortunate experience following his motorbike 
accident, Iyan and Nurul told me they would rather borrow money or go to a traditional 
healer than organise paperwork for health assistance, which they say they don’t 
understand. More work needs to be done to assist Kahawa villagers understand and 
arrange not only health assistance, but also overcome structural barriers to improve 
literacy and numeracy skills through quality education so they might overcome their (self-
identified) stigma of being a ‘village person’.   
5.2.9 Mega 
17-year-old Mega, a member of the local youth group, lives with her parents and 
younger brother in a small home with bamboo and wood walls, rough cement floors and 
tiled roof. Inside, the house is very dark and lacks warmth. A ‘keluarga miskin’, or ‘poor 
family’, sticker is attached to the front door, announcing the ‘status’ of the household to 
anyone who knocks.184 During one of my first visits to the house, I asked Mega’s mother 
about the sticker and how she felt to have the sticker. Her response was revealing. “It feels 
good to have it because it means the government cares and wants to help,” she told me. I 
asked her how the government has demonstrated ‘care’ towards her family. One of the 
examples Mega’s mother mentioned, is through the Bedah Rumah assistance program. In 
August 2014, they received construction materials, which she estimated to be worth 
between Rp7 and 9 million, to build a new house for her elderly mother to live in. 
Community members provided free labour through ‘gotong royong’, reciprocal help. 
Mega’s mother is organised, keeping track of the household budget and expenditure 
in a notebook, “so I know where all the money goes,” she told me. Conversations revealed 
that Mega’s mother is also hard working, astute and independent; qualities that she hopes 
her daughter will inherit. “I must work hard every day,” she said. “My husband’s work [as 
a sand labourer] is unstable.”  Mega was sitting with us during this conversation, listening. 
 
184 The stickers and a ‘poor identity card’ were first distributed by the Sleman government in 2009 to channel 
its various district poverty reduction programs and to make it easier for private sources to deliver social 
assistance. The stickers were also designed as a form of social control. The public were encouraged to report 
households to the Department of Labour and Social Affairs (Disnakersos) if became apparent that they were 
non-poor but still receiving regional assistance programs. According to the Head of Disnakersos Sleman in 2009, 
the sticker was also designed as a “psychological motivation for poor families to try to get out of poverty.” 
(Kompas, 2009). In 2019, the poor identity cards (KKM) are still issued and distributed annually by the Sleman 
government so that only cardholders are eligible to receive welfare assistance programs (Zhafiri, 2019).  
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“It is important [for women] to be independent…[and] look for their own money,” said 
Mega’s mother. Most days, she cleans at a large foreign owned villa on the outskirts of 
the village. When she finishes work there, she searches for and cuts grass to feed her goats. 
Every Sunday, she also sells fried food to tourists around Mt Merapi.   
Mega’s father had not had any sand labouring work for over a month. He told me that 
after Lebaran (celebration after the holy month of Ramadan), there had not been many 
trucks operating because the police had been checking for illegal sand mining activities 
lately. “The risk is high looking for sand… The income from sand is becoming difficult.” 
He told me he should have licence185 to do the work, but he hasn’t yet got a letter of 
permission or the money to obtain it. Now he looks for grass for the goats, goes fishing at 
the pond and sometimes waits on the side of the road for sand trucks going past, to get 
work. He asks his wife for money now because he hasn’t been earning any.  
Later, I asked Mega’s mother how that makes her feel. “I’m sometimes angry, but I 
stay quiet,” she told me. I got the impression that she doesn’t want Mega to rely on her 
husband to provide for her. “I only knew my husband for 4 months before we married.” 
She was unaware that her husband’s parents had approached her parents to arrange for 
their marriage when she was 17. “I was still too young, but I had to follow my parents’ 
instructions,” she told me in front of Mega. I was somewhat surprised at her level of 
openness with her daughter, but she told me they often talk about things like this. Mega 
previously had a boyfriend but her teachers told her mother that “he wanted to smoke, just 
play and drink,” so the relationship ended. Now, Mega has a new boyfriend who works at 
a homestay just outside the village. “He is good,” said Mega’s mother approvingly, but it 
is most important that Mega is “honest and responsible,” telling of a young girl in the 
village who had become pregnant before marriage and did not graduate from SMP. 
“Hopefully, in the future, Mega will do better than me…I work every day and never get a 
holiday. I hope Mega works only 5 or 6 days and gets a holiday,” said her mother.  
In a separate conversation, away from her parents, Mega and I discussed her hopes 
for the future. She is in her first year of studying at a private high school (SMA) but would 
 
185 Sand mining should not occur in residential, industrial, or agricultural areas, or along the river, without 
licences being issued by the government. However, according to staff at the Department of Public Works, 
Housing and Mineral Resource Energy (PUP-ESDM), poor villagers undertaking manual (no heavy machinery) 
sand mining, are still ‘tolerated’. If caught, these workers are supposedly only issued a warning (Interview at 
PUP-ESDM, 2018). However, this is not always the experience of local manual workers I spoke to. They warn 
each other if they hear that police are in the area so they can flee and avoid being forced to pay bribes.  
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have preferred to study vocational education (SMK186), however she was too late (3 
months) to enrol. Her parents did not have the money, nor did she have an education 
assistance card (KIP) to cover costs. Mega did not know why she did not receive a KIP 
when her brother has one. After receiving financial assistance from her mother’s friend, 
she was granted permission to enrol late at SMA. Unlike her mother, who felt that the 
government ‘cares about them’, Mega is less approving; she criticised the slow 
bureaucratic  process and lays the blame at local government for not helping enough; “the 
head of the hamlet [dusun] is slow to organise assistance,” she said. I asked Mega about 
her plans after she finishes school or if she would like to move away from the village. Her 
ambition is to attain a secure position as a government employee, however, she believes it 
is unlikely that she will achieve this, because her skills and opportunity are limited: “I will 
only graduate SMA, but if university is free I would apply.” Instead, she says she will look 
for work in a shop outside the village after she graduates from high school, to help her 
parents and alleviate their household costs.  
In response to the scarcity of civil service jobs, young people “adapt themselves to 
the economic and political realities around them” (Minza, 2015, p. 6) and focus on 
alternatives such as the value of family. Indeed, Mega considers marriage to be “very 
important, to carry on the family” but she would prefer to wait until she is about 25 before 
she marries, indicating that she does not wish to follow the same pathway to early marriage 
as her mother was forced to. Nevertheless, Mega is disappointed that she is unlikely to 
attend university and “after graduating SMA will look for money and just stay here [in the 
village].” Although her mother thinks progressively, teaching Mega not to rely on a male 
for income support, there is still a sense that Mega’s employment prospects will remain 
uncertain and precarious as increasing numbers of SMA graduates search for secure work. 
Indeed, Mega’s situation underscores a lesson learned from a comparative study on social 
protection in Brazil and South Africa, that is, “the need to combine redistribution through 
social assistance transfers with inclusive growth and employment policies.” (A. 
Barrientos, Moller, Saboia, Lloyd-Sherlock, & Mase, 2013, p. 66). 
 
186 Mega’s teachers recommended she go to SMA, but she wanted to go to an SMK. She was reluctant to 
discuss this further and did not say why or what her examination score was. However, she now attends a 
private, Islamic SMA where she finds learning Arabic difficult. She describes school as lumayan (good enough) 
but doesn’t enjoy the ‘gangs’ of snobby friends. Her parents have accepted financial assistance from her 
mother’s friend to supplement out-of-pocket expenses.  
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5.2.10 Murni 
Murni is 19. She lives with her Christian parents and elderly grandmother. Her family 
have a Poor Vulnerable card (Kartu Keluarga Rentan Miskin187), issued and distributed by 
the Sleman district government to households at risk of poverty. Murni’s mother 
completed SMP, but her father stopped education after primary school. Both Murni and 
her brother have graduated from SMK.  Her 23-year-old brother moved to Sulawesi three 
years earlier, where he works as a mechanic. In total, over the previous 12 months he has 
sent remittances of approximately Rp2 million all of which is used to repay a Rp17 million 
(US$1,200) debt for a new motorbike purchased in 2016. Her father works mainly as a 
labourer, smashing and collecting volcanic rocks, earning around Rp55,000 (US$4) per 
day, the main income for the family of four. They estimated his annual income is a little 
over Rp19 million while Murni’s mother earns around Rp3 million per year from 
producing salak fruit: a total annual household income of Rp22 million (US$1540). While 
their household income has doubled over the last ten years, and their son is assisting them 
by sending remittances, the household remains vulnerable to falling into poverty if their 
harvests fail or if Murni’s father is unable to work. They have no savings and cannot afford 
to make modifications or improvements to their home. 
In 2016, Murni’s parents experienced financial difficulties when their salak crop, 
yielded only 13kg in one week instead of an expected 50kg. As a result, their monthly 
salak income declined dramatically from Rp600,000 to Rp156,000188, which affected their 
capacity to buy staple foods. I asked Murni how her parents’ difficulties affected her 
during that time. “The weather was the main problem. Life was more difficult, and my 
mother borrowed money from the neighbours.” It was at that time that Murni began selling 
makeup through a ‘direct selling’ scheme. “I didn’t ask [my mother] for any money at that 
time because she didn’t have any. I was sad and had headaches then,” Murni said. Her 
parents also had other debts for fertiliser, and for motorbike repairs, necessitating the loan 
for a new bike, compounding their precarity.  
 
187 In addition to the Kartu Keluarga Miskin (KKM) discussed in footnote 184, Kartu Keluarga Rentan Miskin 
(KKRM) cards are also distributed by the Sleman district government through village governments to those 
identified as households vulnerable to poverty. The cards determine eligibility for regional education and 
health assistance programs. Online media reported that the number of KKM cards distributed to households 
in Sleman had fallen from 34,128 in 2017 to 31,355 in 2019. However, the number of households receiving 
the KKRM cards had increased over the same period from 63,462 to 70,324 (Suprobo, 2019), demonstrating 
that vulnerability to poverty is problematic.  
188 At that time Murni’s mother sold 1kg of salak for Rp3000 (US 20 cents). Therefore, total approximate 
income for 13kg x Rp3000 was Rp39,000 (US$3) per week or Rp156,000 (US$11) per month during that 
harvest period.  
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Murni was aware that her parents receive some government social assistance 
including Rastra, usually 15kg a month valued at Rp24,000. In 2016, she also began to 
receive education assistance through the KIP program. In the past, before KIP was 
available, Murni’s parents had sold some goats to help fund her and her brother’s 
education. Murni knows her parents have KIS health assistance cards, however she 
believes that information and communication about social assistance programs from the 
local government office needs to be improved. She commented that “assistance is still not 
evenly spread, [government] assistance is unclear,” indicating that targeting errors are of 
concern. It does not match their long-established local experience of non-government 
social assistance from her church. “If we try and arrange government assistance ourselves, 
it’s difficult. But assistance from the church just directly comes.” She cited the fact that at 
Easter and Christmas their household receives sembako (staple foods) valued at 
Rp100,000 (US$7) from the church, which helps to reduce food costs at those times.   
When I first met Murni in 2016, she was still studying a general agricultural studies 
stream at SMK and seemed enthusiastic about her future. She had been elected as Deputy 
of her local youth group division and was actively involved in managing a budget for 
community events, demonstrating the importance and value of social networks to her life. 
Her personal goal, at that time, was to pursue further agricultural studies at Gadjah Mada 
University in Yogyakarta. She was planning to apply for a scholarship, without which she 
could not afford to go. After graduating from university, she hoped to work at the Ministry 
of Agriculture. She was excited about the prospect of securing a “unique and exciting 
career that is important for Indonesia. Also, the wage and job security are better,” she 
added. Witnessing her own parents’ struggle with salak production, and subsequent 
household difficulties, provided additional motivation for this choice.  
However, when I met her again, after she had graduated SMK in 2017, she had not 
yet applied for university or a scholarship, telling me, “I’m not mentally prepared to go to 
university yet.” She insisted she was still hoping to study agriculture “to improve farming 
methods so agricultural production and farmers’ lives become easier” but had decided to 
work for a year and try to save some money. At that point, however, Murni had not secured 
any permanent employment. For the last two months, she had been helping a friend with 
creative artwork business, but to date, had still not received any payment. She was still 
selling makeup: “Sometimes the work is ok, sometimes there is not much,” she told me. 
“The makeup is too expensive for my friends to buy so I sell outside the village.” Overall, 
Murni was unsatisfied with her work and income because it was unstable and far too low, 
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earning approximately Rp200,000 (US$14) per month. She also owed a Rp300,000 
(US$20) debt to friends for the advance purchase of makeup for her business and was yet 
to save any money. “All my savings are gone on daily needs,189” estimated to be a little 
over Rp200,000 per month, the same as her income.  
Murni was disillusioned with the availability of decent work for young women in or 
near the village, listing sales assistant work at convenience stores and sand labouring as 
the main opportunities nearby. “It’s difficult to find a good job in the village. There’s 
rarely work in the village that is suitable or enjoyable.” Murni’s experience is common to 
many of this generation of young Indonesians who are the most educated in history but 
struggling to find formal sector work (Nilan et al., 2011, p. 711). In rural areas, 24% of 
employed young people were ‘under-educated’ for their job and 14% considered ‘over 
educated’, demonstrating a skills mismatch between available work and qualifications 
required (ILO, 2017a, p. 49). In 2016 the percentage of unemployed young people holding 
an SMA or SMK certificate was 22.4% and 24.4% respectively (ILO, 2017a, p. 27), while 
the number of high school graduates considered ‘idle’ (not working or studying) was 
23.2% (ILO, 2017a, p. 29), further highlighting problems of supply and demand for 
educated workers.  
Murni is unsure about whether she will remain living in the village. Although she 
enjoys the friendliness, peacefulness, and lack of pollution in the village, Murni highlights 
a lack of services190 and a shortage of work opportunities as the main reasons she might 
leave in the future. “I would leave the village to find work. It will be easier after I finish 
university”, she said assuredly. It is unknown whether Murni secured a scholarship and 
enrolment at university.  Without it, her aspiration to work at the Ministry of Agriculture 
and help struggling farmers is unattainable.  
5.3 Discussion of Key Findings 
The youth profiles discussed in this chapter reveal how local and wider socio-cultural 
and political-economy processes shape the experiences of young people in Kahawa 
village. We see the extent to which multiple factors including cultural expectations around 
the role of women, land access, education policies, labour market dynamics, and the public 
health care system strongly influence lives and trajectories. Gender, age, class, and religion 
 
189 Estimated monthly expenditure: entertainment and snacks Rp100,000 and petrol Rp120,000.  
190 The food market, shops and a mini petrol pump are far away from the village.  
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clearly mediate the capacity of young people to leverage and access opportunities. 
Nevertheless, the case studies also highlight ways in which young people ‘manoeuvre’ 
themselves vis-a-vis wider structural limitations: they are not without agency. However, 
bearing in mind that poverty is relational, “the consequence of historically developed 
economic and political relations” (Mosse, 2010, p. 1157),  I now turn to discuss the key 
challenges and responses of study participants and consider the transformative potential 
of social protection programs from a political-economy perspective. The discussion of key 
findings in Kahawa is grouped under three headings: (1) education and training, (2) 
employment, and (3) health care.    
5.3.1 Education and Training 
Article 31 of the Indonesian Constitution of 1945 mandates that all Indonesian 
citizens have the right to an education (Manan, 2015, p. 56). This was reiterated in the 
amended Law on National Education (No. 20/2003) which emphasised that citizens would 
not be charged fees for public schooling, and that 20 percent of the state’s budget would 
be allocated to education (World Bank, 2014d). After nine years of compulsory education 
was achieved in 2008, the government announced its Universal Education Program 
beginning in 2013-14, that aims to extend compulsory education to twelve years of 
schooling and lift enrolment to 97 percent by 2020 (Manan, 2015, p. 11). There is some 
suggestion that the KIP and PKH programs may be increasing enrolment numbers (World 
Bank, 2015a) and attendance rates of high school enrolment among youth from poor 
households (Cahyadi et al., 2018). For instance, an impact evaluation investigating the 
cumulative effects of the PKH program, found evidence that children who were aged 9 – 
15 when the program began in 2008, were approximately 10 percent more likely to still 
be enrolled in school six years later. Additionally, the study found that high school 
completion rates had increased “by between 4 and 7 percentage points, representing a 16 
to 29 percent increase.” (Cahyadi et al., 2018, p. 7). This suggests that high school 
completion rates in Indonesia will continue to increase as a result of the PKH and KIP, 
provided program targeting errors are reduced. However, while these statistical 
improvements offer some encouragement, poor education services including infrastructure 
and teacher quality remain problematic in Indonesia (K. Robinson, 2015b, p. 48). 
The relational approach, used as a framework for analysis in this thesis, seeks to 
understand, from the perspective of disadvantaged youth, the processes and structures 
which shape their educational experiences and employment opportunities. Research 
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participants who are currently attending school, particularly, but not exclusively, females, 
expressed a desire to complete upper secondary (SMA/SMK) and perhaps tertiary 
education as well. Furthermore, they did not express unwillingness to meet the conditions 
of the PKH. They did express concern, however, about the quality of education that they 
receive and the lack of secure employment opportunities for senior school graduates, 
underscoring the point that regular school attendance, a condition of PKH support, does 
not guarantee a good education or a job (White, 2012b). However, just ‘stuffing’ more 
students into poor quality schools is unhelpful (The Economist, 2014), not least to the 
young people who struggle to find a job after completing twelve years of schooling.  
Research participants, particularly students who aspire to attend university or pursue 
formal and secure employment, indicated strong preference for attending public schools 
and expressed great disappointment if they did not achieve this. They were aware that the 
quality of teaching and learning standards is higher in some schools than others, and that 
public schools do not generally charge additional fees. Their negative responses towards 
attending private schools and preference for a quality education, usually at a public school, 
reflects their perception of inequality of opportunity and outcomes. As the World Bank 
points out, since 2001, education reforms have increased access to school for students 
from low socioeconomic households, however, as their learning outcomes have fallen 
behind those of students from wealthier backgrounds, “inequality in years of education is 
being replaced with inequality in learning outcomes.” (World Bank, 2018b, p. 50). 
Certainly, qualitative findings from Kahawa reflect this, but social assistance programs 
such as the PKH and KIP do not address these concerns.  
Poor standards of teaching and learning in schools and the poor quality of teacher 
training institutes are an impediment for Indonesia’s human resource and economic 
development (Kurniawati, Suryadarma, Bima, & Yusrina, 2018; Rosser, 2018). The 
solution is often to increase funding and improve teacher training. While not denying the 
importance of these factors, a political economy perspective argues that greater attention 
must be paid to the underlying structural causes of Indonesia’s low-quality education 
system if improved learning outcomes is to be achieved (Rosser, 2018). A political-
economy perspective argues the causes of low-quality education originate from powerful 
bureaucratic, corporate, and political elites during the New Order period who have 
continued to exert power and influence over state policy and resource distribution (Rosser, 
2018). Instead of developing a high-quality education system, their focus has been on 
expanding their reach in order “to accumulate resources, distribute patronage, mobilise 
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political support and exercise political control” (Rosser, 2018, p. 13). These elite actors 
have re-directed public funds away from education towards infrastructure projects, for 
example, “that offer them better opportunities to accumulate rents” (Rosser 2018, p. 13).  
Education spending is still too low at only 3.3 percent of GDP, and Indonesia’s district 
governments who now oversee schools vary in institutional capacity to implement 
education policies (World Bank, 2018b, p. 36). The World Bank has also pointed out that 
resource allocations to schools lack transparency, leading to concerns of ‘skimming or 
politicisation’ at a school level (World Bank, 2018b, p. 37). Indeed, teacher recruitment is 
sometimes based on “personal relationships rather than on merit or need” (World Bank, 
2018b, p. 45). Chen’s (2011) study across 400 Indonesian primary schools also found that 
transparency and accountability in schools is weak, with low participation by parents in 
school management and decision-making processes. Further, Chen found that schools 
provide inadequate information to parents, and that parents are often unaware that they need 
to hold schools to account if quality of education outcomes are to improve, rather than rely 
solely on top-down supervision and management by government (Chen, 2011, p. 24).  
While the focus of my study is young people attending junior and senior high school, 
parents of those students concerned about the quality of their education did not indicate 
any involvement in school decision-making processes, suggesting they are unaware of 
how resources are spent and are reluctant to hold schools to account, corresponding to 
Chen’s finding that most principals surveyed (68%) have “little to no pressure from 
parents to improve education [quality].” (Chen, 2011, p. 12). Therefore, as a political 
economy perspective contends, if the KIP and PKH is to effectuate real change in the lives 
of young vulnerable people, then the political and social relationships which underpin the 
structure of Indonesia’s education system must be remedied so that the quality of teaching 
and learning in schools can improve (Rosser 2018). Ultimately, by not addressing the 
underlying causes of low quality education in schools, the ‘losers’ will continue to be the 
students, such as Anisa and Mega who fear that because they are not attending quality high 
schools, they will graduate with poor learning outcomes and insufficient skills to compete 
for limited secure employment opportunities.  
The conditional cash transfer (CCT) model has also been criticised for failing to 
consider the complexity of young people’s life trajectories towards adulthood, which, 
“particularly in situations of poverty, rarely reflect a linear developmental path” (H. Jones, 
2016, p. 473). Further, CCTs have been criticised as imposing Western norms of childhood 
development (Ansell, 2016, p. 325), and for assuming and promoting a linear transition 
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from school to work, and youth to adulthood (H. Jones, 2016, p. 473), a ‘normative 
childhood’ enforced by fulfilling conditions imposed by the state (Ansell, 2016, p. 325). 
In Kahawa, some young males were unenthusiastic about the value of schooling and 
fulfilling state conditions in return for cash support. For example, 19 year-old Yudi, who 
had already dropped out of high school prior to their household’s selection for the PKH 
and KIP did not express a desire to return to school or vocational education, citing 
embarrassment and a preference to seek work. This suggests that simply providing the 
PKH and KIP to ‘older’ teenagers in the hope they will return to school, is too simplistic 
because it does not address their legitimate concerns about lack of regular, stable work 
opportunities “despite the fact that structural barriers [such as these] are potentially more 
important impediments to escaping poverty.” (Roelen, 2014, p. 59). Yudi and other young 
people who did not enjoy their previous school experience, are unlikely to comply with 
conditions of regular school attendance if they cannot see benefit from it. This reflects the 
argument that social assistance programs are more successful when “strengthened by 
complementary policies encouraging employment and basic service provision.” (A. 
Barrientos et al., 2013, p. 65).191  
5.3.2 Employment 
Creating more secure employment opportunities to increase productivity and 
overcome poverty is recognised as a considerable challenge for Indonesia (Dong & 
Manning, 2017, p. 1). As Dong and Manning point out in their assessment of the Indonesian 
labour market in 2017, although the Indonesian government has begun to invest in 
education, vocational training and apprenticeships for young people and promoting the 
tourism industry for job creation, “Indonesia still lacks a coherent well-thought-out plan to 
increase jobs and productivity” (Dong & Manning, 2017, p. 1). Between September 2015 
and November 2016, Jokowi released a series of economic reform packages, with the 14th 
aimed at reducing youth unemployment (Dong & Manning, 2017, p. 11). However, all the 
reforms were criticised for being too general and not delivering any short-term benefits, 
thus giving the appearance of failure (Hartati, 2017).  
Certainly, young people interviewed in Kahawa during mid-2017 indicated that their 
greatest concern is lack of secure work and underemployment, suggesting that they had 
 
191 This might include the National Apprenticeship Program, launched in December 2016 by the Government 
of Indonesia (GoI). However, the program faced many challenges during the implementation phase. Between 
December 1st 2017 and July 31st 2019, the International Labor Organisation (ILO) in Indonesia piloted an 
apprenticeship programme to improve education, training and school to work outcomes. If successful, it is 
hoped that the program will be replicated nation-wide by the GoI (ILO, 2017b). 
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yet to experience any improvements from Jokowi’s recent reform packages. This is also 
in line with recent analysis of Jokowi’s social assistance programs and the Village Fund 
reforms in place since 2014, which found them to be insufficiently pro-poor, but clearly 
benefiting the middle class (Suryahadi & Al Izzati, 2018, p. 208). Based on their analysis, 
the researchers conclude that “a complementary strategy to connect the poor to economic 
growth - through job creation and income generation - is needed” (Suryahadi & Al Izzati, 
2018, p. 210). Further, and relevant to this research, they recommend that because more 
than 60 percent of Indonesia’s poor live on Java, greater attention should be paid to 
improving the livelihoods of poor Javanese as well as the urban poor (Suryahadi & Al 
Izzati, 2018, p. 209). As young people in Kahawa (and of course many other villages) are 
increasingly likely to complete high school and look for work in urban areas on Java, this 
recommendation is undoubtedly politically pragmatic.  
Those with lower education tend to take on all types of informal work that will 
provide income, even if it is irregular or wage levels uncertain. In fact, in 2017 60.49% of 
young rural workers were employed in the informal sector compared to just 26% of young 
urban workers (BPS, 2017c, p. 70). Looking at provincial figures, nearly three quarters of 
young people (74.4%) in urban areas of Special Region of Yogyakarta (DIY192) undertook 
formal work compared to a little over half of rural youth at 53.9 percent in 2017 (BPS, 
2017c, pp. 213-214). Findings from these case studies reflect this pattern. Young people 
in this case study, particularly males with low education attainment, tend to participate in 
informal unskilled work quarrying sand or cutting grass and bamboo, earning enough for 
daily needs but little else. Meanwhile, those who have completed SMA/SMK aspire to 
gain secure formal work or to attend university but are frustrated by structural inequalities 
such as low-quality schooling, and a shortage of opportunities in the competitive formal 
job market. As Ford (2015) argues, an inability to secure a good job can perpetuate inter-
generational poverty, suggesting that in Indonesia, “the lack of reliable pathways from 
school to good quality jobs is a ticking time bomb.” (Ford, 2015, p. 4). Given Kahawa’s 
relative proximity to Yogyakarta, it is likely that increasing numbers of high school 
graduates will expect to gain formal employment opportunities, rather than take up the 
physically hard and labour-intensive work in the informal sector. In that respect, Ford’s 
warning of a ‘ticking time bomb’ is pertinent.   
 
192 Daerah Istimewa Yogyakarta is a special autonomous region with provincial level status. The Special 
Region of Yogyakarta comprises four regencies and one city (Yogyakarta).   
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Turning to agriculture, BPS data shows that in DIY where Kahawa village is located, 
only 18.95 percent of rural young people worked in agriculture in 2017 compared to 31.7 
percent in manufacturing and 49.8 percent in services (BPS, 2017c, p. 204). Meanwhile, 
also in DIY, 99.05 percent of urban youth work in combined manufacturing and services 
(BPS, 2017c, p. 203)  demonstrating a clear trend away from agriculture to manufacturing 
and services in this area. Nevertheless, in Kahawa, young people’s experiences living in 
vulnerable rural households do not necessarily spell the end of their participation in farm 
work or the agricultural sector more broadly.  As argued by Rigg, Salamanca, et al. (2016), 
one future scenario of smallholder farming in Southeast Asia might be that households 
will transform the way their land is used, becoming more like “Europe and North 
America’s part-time farmers” (Rigg, Salamanca, et al., 2016, p. 131). Findings from 
Kahawa reflect this scenario; young people stated reluctance towards becoming fulltime 
farmers, but some expressed interest in pursuing farming in a part time capacity or as a 
hobby while they focus on other ways to make more money or pursue their education. The 
stories of Yudi and Rudi, who expressed interest in growing sengon trees because they 
require less management and work, are examples of this.  
So too, Iyan, a primary school graduate, who was interested in part time animal 
husbandry “as an investment…but sand mining is more efficient and a quicker way to 
make money,” he said. Here, even if young people do have access to land, they are more 
likely to choose other non-farm work that guarantees an immediate, higher income. At this 
stage of their lives, farming is seen more as a hobby, or as something that might be done 
in the future. For example, Indra’s strategy is to continue working fulltime as a mechanic 
because it offers him secure income to save money and help his parents. These findings 
imply that for some young people, land and part time small farming will remain valued 
for its future lifestyle potential, but at this stage of their lives they prefer to pursue other 
work, underscoring the need for the state to devise an employment strategy that “creates 
more and better jobs” (Allen, 2016, p. 33). 
However, several respondents in this study indicate that some young people would like 
to participate in the agricultural sector, but not in the traditional ways that previous 
generations have. For example, those who have attended SMA or SMK such as Yusri and 
Murni speak of becoming ‘modern’ farmers or furthering their education so that they might 
help struggling farmers, such as their own parents improve their livelihoods. One concern 
is that the education system does not adequately prepare young people to do so (White, 
2012a). Murni, who had completed agricultural studies at SMK still claimed that she did 
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not learn enough farming skills during her studies. This supports other research findings, 
that “education as currently practised (particularly secondary education) contributes to a 
process of ‘deskilling’ of rural youth in which farming skills are neglected and farming 
itself downgraded as an occupation.” (White, 2012a, p. 11). Rather than work as a farmer 
herself, Murni hopes for a scholarship to pursue an agricultural degree at UGM. Her aim is 
to secure a civil service job at the Ministry of Agriculture and contribute towards enhancing 
farmers’ productivity through improved farming methods. It seems then, that although most 
young people in Kahawa have turned away from the idea of working as fulltime farmers 
on their own land in the short-medium term, they have not completely dismissed the idea 
of being involved in agriculture in other ways or in the future.  
5.3.3 Health Care 
The GoI aspired to deliver a Universal Health Care (UHC) system by 2019, through 
its National Health Insurance (JKN) scheme, which includes free health assistance via the 
KIS for those unable to pay monthly premiums. However, this policy and the KIS program, 
which could potentially transform the lives of millions of poor and vulnerable citizens, was 
unlikely to be realised by the end of 2019, not least because the national health budget 
remains too low and must be better spent (World Bank, 2018c, p. 46). Besides adequate 
and appropriate spending, if social policy is to be transformative, it must be socially 
inclusive which means “not only diminishing, but actually overcoming income poverty and 
social exclusion, which would require a shift in power hierarchies.” (Koehler, 2017, p. 111).  
In 2018, although 74 percent of Indonesia’s population were covered by JKN-KIS, 
ongoing targeting difficulties and issues of inadequate social capital and resources continued 
to undermine its transformative potential for the poor who work in the informal sector 
(Miranda et al., 2018). Indeed, evidence from respondents working informally in this study, 
such as Lukman, demonstrates the difficulty of accessing health treatment for informal 
workers who ‘can least afford to pay’, thus undermining the transformative potential of the 
UHC system. For example, free treatment may be delayed by complex paperwork and police 
reports, while wealthier patients who can afford to pay for services are prioritised. Indeed, 
this study found that for parents who have low literacy and numeracy skills, the process of 
arranging paperwork for health insurance is complex and a barrier to accessing free health 
treatments. For victims of road accidents, like Lukman, whose treatment was delayed 
because of the complexity of the bureaucratic process and fear of being charged upfront fees, 
their long-term healthy outcome and return to work are compromised.  
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A political economy perspective goes further, arguing that the Indonesian health care 
system is a site of corruption and fraud (Aspinall, 2014; Rosser, 2012; Sumarto, 2017). 
Such challenges undermine the quality of health care services and treatment for the poor 
despite increased coverage of health assistance. Rosser (2012) contends that the 
entrenched practice of charging illegal fees for medical treatment in some puskesmas and 
hospitals remains widespread, although since the fall of the New Order it has probably 
become more a little more difficult (Rosser, 2012, p. 266). Nevertheless, illegal fees, 
charged to poor patients, continue to benefit the powerful politico-bureaucrats who 
oversee state health facilities and major domestic and foreign business groups (Rosser, 
2012, p. 260), at the expense and rights of the poor who can least afford to pay. In addition 
to supplementing personal incomes of public health workers and local authorities, and 
potentially even senior administrative officials, illegal fees facilitate access to state and 
patronage resources (Rosser, 2012, p. 260).  
While acknowledging that expansion of health coverage and increased health 
financing193 is critical in assisting the poor to access health treatment, a political economy 
perspective highlights how efforts should also be made to empower the poor, so that illegal 
fees might be eliminated (Rosser, 2012, p. 268). Rosser suggests three ways that the poor 
can be empowered to claim their rights to free health care. Firstly, through organised 
collective action to engage directly with the state and service providers who are more likely 
to respond to their group demands. Secondly, through institutionalised ‘co-governance’ 
mechanisms where the poor are included in decision-making processes connected with 
health services, and thirdly, through ‘political entrepreneurs’ who harness electoral support 
from the poor to advance their own political careers  (Rosser, 2012, p. 269). Based on 
Lukman’s experience in hospital where his family feared they would be unable to claim 
entitlement to free health treatment before completing lengthy and complex paperwork with 
police, hospital and BPJS staff, the third option is likely to resonate with the participants of 
this study with the likely effect of improving ease of access to hospital treatments. 
Lukman’s experience is an example of how Indonesian citizens resort to claiming 
public health entitlements through an intermediary, or broker. A recent study concludes 
that although brokers in Indonesia do empower citizens to access entitlements by arranging 
hospital treatment, they also curtail the political agency of poor citizens (Berenschot, 
 
193 The World Bank suggests that for Universal Health Care to be fully implemented, health spending in 
Indonesia will need to increase from 1.4% of GDP (p. 39) to 2.3% of GDP per year (World Bank, 2018c, pp. 
39-46). Other similar countries spend an average 3.0% of GDP on health (World Bank, 2018c, p. 39).  
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Hanani, & Sambodho, 2018, p. 141). The researchers found that “brokers rarely formulate 
their motivation in terms of a sense of injustice about a state that fails to fulfil citizen rights” 
(Berenschot et al., 2018, p. 140). Instead, their work is usually understood as a moral duty 
to help other citizens in need. As a result, local understandings about who is deserving (or 
undeserving) of state assistance limits the capacity of poor citizens to claim entitlements 
(Berenschot et al., 2018, p. 140). In Lukman’s case, while he did eventually secure hospital 
treatment, as was his right, he was forced to wait for six months until his injury was viewed 
as ‘deserving’ of assistance. It is unknown whether Lukman felt pressure to vote in a 
particular way in recent government elections as a result of intervention by a health cadre, 
or broker. Certainly, however, neither he nor his family felt empowered enough to demand 
emergency medical treatment initially, forcing him to wait for far too long for an operation.      
5.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has employed a relational approach as a framework for examining young 
people’s engagement in wider processes of social reproduction and development in 
Kahawa, including social assistance, education and training, employment, and health care. 
The profiles revealed ways in which youth are constrained by structural inequalities such 
as low-quality schooling and lack of secure employment. It also revealed, however, that if 
these challenges are alleviated through provision of sufficient social assistance194 coupled 
with access to good education and family support, young people demonstrate greater 
capacity and potential to transition from a life of precarity to one of greater security. 
Nevertheless, this is not assured given a shortage of secure employment opportunities 
nearby. Most young people recognise that they will need to commute or leave the village, 
at least temporarily, if they are to improve their opportunity of finding regular or formal 
work. For young men with limited education, informal work close to the village is the 
most expedient and preferred way to generate an income. However, although income 
derived through sand quarrying might cover most of their daily needs, its irregular nature, 
and limited prospects limits capacity to save for unexpected shocks or to escape 
vulnerability. For those with small children and limited or no access to social assistance, 
these constraints are challenging.  
This study finds that the disabled and sick or injured are particularly vulnerable to 
poverty, relying on family members to provide support and care, and demonstrating that 
state social assistance programs are yet to make significant positive impact in this sphere. 
 
194 Informally from non-government sources or formally through KIP and PKH. 
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Study participants’ experiences highlight the need to expand health coverage through 
JKN-KIS among informal workers and raise awareness of their entitlements. Importantly, 
procedural inequalities and entrenched discrimination that exists in the hospital system 
and undermines patient access to emergency treatment must also be overcome if 
vulnerable young people are to obtain equitable health outcomes.  
In line with a political-economy perspective, findings from this research demonstrate 
that although increasing health and education budgets is vital, overcoming structural 
barriers that create unequal access to quality education, health services and employment 
opportunities are critical. These challenges require multiple solutions and cannot hope to 
be solved merely by increasing budgets at schools and hospitals that lack accountability 
and transparent practices. 
This chapter has also highlighted the benefit and importance of informal social 
assistance in young people’s lives, particularly for those accessing education and housing 
improvements. Reciprocal labour enabled parents to repair homes, thus ensuring easier 
access and more comfortable, safer living conditions for the entire family. Financial 
assistance from benefactors or churches also facilitated access to education for some 
young people. Without these forms of non-government assistance, it is uncertain whether 
several of the young people in this study may have been able to attend high school or 
access disability support services. It seems, for the time being, informal assistance will 
remain critical support mechanisms for vulnerable households who still lack access to state 
services and assistance. 
In conclusion, findings from this case study support part of the central argument of 
this thesis: that the transformative potential of social assistance programs is undermined 
by multiple processes and structural inequalities. For KIP, KIS and PKH to transform 
vulnerable young people’s lives and end intergenerational poverty, policies must address 
the multidimensional nature of poverty, which in this case, is driven by poor access to 
health treatment in hospitals, low quality education and fees in senior high schools. 
Transformative policies also need to improve labour market opportunities. Young people 
(and their parents) who have access to social assistance programs, and access to quality 
education, health insurance and hospital care demonstrate greater potential to overcome 
vulnerability and precarity than those without. However, it is also clear that secure 
employment opportunities are imperative if social assistance programs are to ‘transform’ 
lives in the long term. 
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6.1 Introduction 
The previous two chapters applied a political economy lens to understand how 
processes of social reproduction,195 such as education and social assistance programs, play 
out in the lives of young people. Those profiles, based on extended interviews with youth, 
provided a basis from which to consider both the structural barriers and supports mediating 
the potential for social assistance programs to deliver transformative effects and improve 
the lives of disadvantaged young people. 
This chapter will centre on analysis that compares how relations of ‘age’ and 
‘generation’ shape the lives and trajectories of vulnerable young people in Cindaga and 
Kahawa villages. Given that young people can be viewed “in terms of the dynamics of 
their relationship with others (adults) in large structures of social reproduction” (Naafs & 
White, 2012, p. 3), this chapter aims to understand how various relationships in which 
young people are firmly embedded, influence their lives and development in those 
communities. Considerations include the transmission of vulnerability between 
generations and implications for agrarian change. As James Scott (1985) argues, humans 
do not identify themselves solely on the basis of class or modes of production. Rather, we 
should consider the “messy reality of multiple identities” (Scott, 1985, p. 43). Thus, the 
notion of intersectionality, outlined in chapter 2, will be applied in this chapter to analyse 
how lives are differentiated by gender, religion, education, and age. The chapter argues 
that understanding these, in addition to political-economy factors, is critical for the 
development of inclusive social policies because although young people in this study have 
been locally identified as ‘poor’ or ‘vulnerable’, they did not necessarily speak of their 
experiences in such ‘class terms’. This suggests that even if young people are aware that 
they belong to a particular disadvantaged ‘social class’, other bonds and structures are 
important for explaining social actions (Scott, 1985, p. 43). Analytical findings in this 
chapter support the central claim of this thesis: that is, that unequal relationships of power, 
differentiated by age and gender, and not only economic deprivation, drive poverty and 
vulnerability in upland Java. To begin, I outline the conceptual and theoretical approach 
of this chapter in more detail. 
 
195Social reproduction is understood as the “material and social practices through which people reproduce 
themselves on a daily and generational basis” (Based on Katz, 2001, p. 711, cited in Ansell, 2014, p. 285). 
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6.2 A Relational Approach to Understanding Young People 
and Social Reproduction in Upland Java 
The approach adopted in this chapter is inspired by the work of Jason Hart (2016) in 
his study of young, displaced Palestinian refugees. In his study, Hart comprehensively 
applies the concepts of age and generation to explain how young refugees' needs and 
priorities are embedded within different, but overlapping relationships, which shape social 
reproduction. Drawing on Kertzer (1983), Hart (2016, p. 36) describes four sociological 
interpretations of ‘generation’ which he employs as a framework to produce a multi-
faceted understanding of the needs and aspirations of young people and their social age 
position. Ansell (2014, p. 284) suggests it is useful to understand interpretations of this 
nature as ‘relationalities’ that represent different generational relationships. The first 
interpretation of youth as a cohort, refers to relationships across a generation. The second 
interpretation is as a historical period. That is, young people’s relationships to features of 
the external context “within a particular historical moment” (Hart, 2016, p. 39). In the 
context of this study, the ‘historical moment’ refers to the period since President Jokowi’s 
election in 2014 and the expansion of social protection programs targeted at poor and 
vulnerable households. The third interpretation is referred to as a life stage196; or as 
described by Ansell (2014, p. 284), the relationship of one ‘life phase’ to others within an 
individual life course, and the fourth, kinship descent, understood as relationships between 
generations of kin (Ansell, 2014, p. 284). The first two are ‘horizontal’ (located in time), 
while the last two are ‘vertical’ (extended over time) (Ansell, 2014, p. 284), highlighting 
the spatial and temporal dynamics of inter-generational relationships.  As Ansell argues, 
all four “shape processes of development and mediate development’s impacts on 
individuals and societies.” (Ansell, 2014, p. 284).   
Thus, this chapter will follow the four-fold ‘relationality’ framework, developed in 
the work of Hart (2016) and Ansell (2014), for its potential to reveal how vulnerable young 
people experience social protection programs and how social, historical and economic 
forces differentially shape their lives. The overlapping relationalities highlight the 
complex and gendered ways that vulnerable youth are constrained or enabled, how they 
respond to processes of development such as education and social protection programs, 
and what this might mean for their life trajectories and the potential to escape from 
 
196 The term ‘life stage’ (Hart, 2016; Kertzer, 1983) has been criticised for implying that life courses are linear 
and arranged in progressive stages (Ansell, 2016; H. Jones, 2016). Instead, Ansell adopts the term ‘life phase’, 
arguing that it better reflects how life courses “are fluid and relationally constructed” (Ansell, 2014, p. 291).  
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vulnerability to poverty. Findings reveal some similar trends across both village locations, 
but also some differences that affect the experiences of disadvantaged young people.  
6.2.1 Relationships across a cohort: a shared identity?  
Using the Mannheimian interpretation of ‘cohort’, this first relationality analyses how 
relationships across the youth cohort shapes young people’s experiences and identity in both 
research villages. As pointed out by Närvänen and Näsman (2004, p. 79), one crucial element 
of a ‘generation’ is the fact “the group belongs to a cultural and historical region…[and 
therefore share] common experiences.” However, attention should also be paid to what 
Mannheim described as ‘generational units’; that is, “different groups of young people within 
the same actual generation that have experienced and respond to the same historical events197 
very differently” (Mannheim [1952] p. 304 in Huijsmans 2016, p. 15). Socio-cultural 
processes expose gendered experiences that potentially drive reproduction of exclusion, 
discrimination, and inequality, influencing young people’s trajectories differently.  
As a cohort, the young people in this study are all from upland rural households which 
were locally identified through the Stages of Progress activity in phase one of the research, 
as poor or experiencing vulnerability to poverty. To understand whether this cohort share 
a common identity and what that could mean for social reproduction, I sought to discover 
through their experiences, what they do, where they go, what they most enjoy and what 
difficulties they face as part of everyday life in their village. Their responses revealed 
some shared experiences, concerns and attitudes, arguably a ‘shared identity’ influenced 
by relationships with peers, local context and wider social processes of change such as 
conservative Islam and nationalism. However, different experiences between genders 
within the cohort, also indicate how young women, as a ‘generational unit’, struggle 
against “already existing normative constructions and outcomes for individuals and 
societies.” (Ansell, 2016, p. 316). 
My findings correspond with Nilan’s observation that in Indonesia, most young 
people, particularly those who reside outside cities, still identify strongly with place, 
kinship, and religion (Nilan, 2008, p. 68). Indeed, a prominent theme emerging from 
discussions with research participants of all ages in both villages, was their appreciation 
of the safety and cohesive social relations in their villages. It became clear that while their 
 
197Understood as the period since 2014 when President Jokowi introduced or expanded key social protection 
programs: the KIP, KIS and PKH.  
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material and financial resources may be lacking, young people from vulnerable 
households in both villages, widely identify with the view that village life provides other 
advantages that may not be available to them in larger towns and cities. When asked to 
comment on what they thought were some of the best things about living in their villages, 
young people, both males and females, commonly used words, and phrases such as 
‘solidarity’, ‘united’, ‘friendliness’ and ‘helpfulness of neighbours’ and ‘reciprocal help is 
good’ in the village. Responses imply, therefore, that research participants from both 
locations value the strong social relations and solidarity of their village. This indicates that 
although the young people were aware their families experience vulnerability and poverty, 
they prefer to focus on village structures that maintain social solidarity rather than class 
differentiation. This includes the local ‘moral economy’ such as reciprocal labour 
activities and donating rice or money to alleviate burdens, living close to family and kin 
and the security of living in a ‘mountain community’. 
Within this cohort of disadvantaged youth, experiences are differentiated by age and 
gender. A key finding shows that 15-year-old female198 participants in this study believe 
their freedoms are restricted by parents’ old-fashioned attitudes and rules towards girls. 
This parallels the results of a study by White and Margiyatin (2015) who found that in 
Java, girls feel social controls more acutely than boys. 15-year-old Sati’s experience in 
Cindaga exemplified this, “parents are too protective of girls as they are scared that they 
will go outside of the 'moral zone'”, she complained. Instead, she spends much of her day 
inside the house doing domestic duties. A similar perspective was also shared by Anisa, 
nearly 16, in Kahawa village; “if you go out at night, there is gossip that you are naughty. 
I must go home before evening prayer. The village community is not forward thinking. 
Parents still think in the old way.” For teenage girls like Anisa and Sati, who want to assert 
their independence by walking alone in the village or pursuing interests or hobbies outside 
the home, these kinds of rules are viewed as a constraint on their agency. 
A 22-year-old recent university graduate confirmed this, telling me that there are 
difficulties because of “village rules for girls at night [which] restricts their activities.” 
Some of the teenage girls resented the limitations placed on their freedom of movement 
and of the suggestion that they are the ones likely to behave immorally, not necessarily 
young men, who are afforded greater autonomy. As Ansell points out, adults “seek to 
 
198 Although 15-year-olds are considered children (anak-anak) under Indonesian Law, they do not necessarily 
consider themselves to be children, indicating tensions between the way parents understand the definition 
of a child and the way their children understand and experience it. The United Nations recognises 15-year-
olds to be young people, or youth (United Nations, 2019).  
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shape new generations to mould them to resemble the older generation or what the old 
want.” (Ansell, 2016, p. 322). However, this attitude frustrates the daily lives and capacity 
of teenage girls who wish to take part in evening activities, find a part time job, or even to 
move around the village on their own. It also “stands in sharp contrast to the general ideas 
of gender equality” (White & Margiyatin, 2015, p. 66). Undoubtedly, technology such as 
smart phones and social media, and friendships built outside of the village at high school 
influence the desire of young women to assert their independence. While parents seek to 
‘protect’ their daughters from negative outside influences by restricting their freedom, 
from the girls’ perspective, these social controls have generated feelings of discrimination 
and inequality. 
It is perhaps unsurprising then, that none of the young women interviewed in Cindaga 
(nor in fact, any females in the village, indicating this is not just a challenge for 
disadvantaged females) are involved in the local Karang Taruna (KT). KT are national 
village-based, youth organisations under the Ministry of Social Affairs that are meant to 
develop the social responsibility of young people for community welfare through 
participation in local events and activities. The groups are intended to coach and empower 
“young people [to] develop productive economic activities. It aims to utilize all available 
resources in the environment, both human and natural.” (Goodwin & Martam, 2014, p. 
33). Membership is composed of young men and women between the ages of 13 and 45, 
with the same rights and obligations for all members regardless of ancestry, class, ethnicity 
and culture, gender, social position, political establishment, and religion.  
In Cindaga, all ˜30 active members of the KT organisation are male. At a small focus 
group discussion (FGD) with 7 females and 6 males199, I asked why females do not join the 
KT meetings and activities there. They explained there are no tasks for females because 
they are not interested in joining the group. A male in the group remarked that “girls cook 
at home or help parents in the house. That’s most important.” Females attending the 
discussion did not disagree, with one claiming “it’s already tradition [for girls] not to go. 
It’s more comfortable to stay at home.” However, as some young female participants in this 
study spoke of being controlled by strict rules that keep them at home doing domestic work, 
while males do not, it seems clear that young men have more opportunity and time to 
participate in this organisation and young women are not encouraged by adults or male 
peers to attend. Indeed, evidence suggests that in Cindaga, greater priority is given to 
 
199 Held on the evening of 5 August 2017. Female participants were aged between 16 and 21. Males were 
aged between 20 and 32 with the head of the Karang Taruna (aged 32 years) attending the small group 
meeting.  
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preparing young women for roles as wives and mothers than empowering their lives and 
voice through Karang Taruna activities. For example, most females in Cindaga marry 
between 18-22 years, according to the female participants at the small FGD. One participant 
said she would like to marry at 24 or 25, but her friends laughed and said that would be too 
old, indicating that peer pressure also contributes to decisions about marriage.  
The parochial attitudes which create gender divisions and expectations about the roles 
of women in Cindaga village, were brought into sharp focus during two separate informal 
conversations with older men.  One informant, a farmer aged in his 50s, remarked, “[for] 
girls, it is enough to graduate from primary school, read, marry, have children [and] follow 
the husband. Working is not important.200” On another occasion, a village leader at the 
government office opined that the role of women is to “dress up, have children, do 
cooking.201” Both opinions underscore how conservative attitudes of older males may 
present challenges restricting roles and activities for young women, especially those from 
vulnerable households, who may aspire to advance their education or desire an alternative 
to marriage and motherhood at a relatively young age.   
The findings were somewhat different in Kahawa. Here, all young females who 
participated in this study are active members of the Karang Taruna, with some even holding 
leadership positions in their organisation. Leadership roles enable them to participate in 
monthly hamlet (dusun) deliberations to plan for community events and programs. 
Compared to their peers in Cindaga, young women in Kahawa appear more willing and able 
to participate in activities in cooperation with village government, such as Independence 
Day flag raising ceremonies. However, some young women indicated they are expected, 
even obliged (wajib), to attend the Karang Taruna. In those cases, they did not seem to be 
particularly enthusiastic group members; rather, there was a sense that they attend out of 
duty to their village and ultimately, to the nation state of Indonesia. Nevertheless, unlike in 
Cindaga, young women in Kahawa are actively encouraged by the wider community to 
participate in Karang Taruna activities, promoting, at least on the surface, a greater sense of 
inclusion and gender equity. The experiences of young women in both research sites 
highlight how two powerful social forces, the state and Islam, supported by community 
attitudes, mediate the gendered experiences of young people in different ways.   
 
200 “Perempuan itu cukup lulus SD, bisa baca, menikah, punya anak, ikut suami. Kerja tidak penting” (male 
villager – name not obtained – visiting the family at homestay accommodation on the evening of 16 May 2018). 
201 “Berdandan, punya anak, memasak” (conversation at village government office on 17 May 2018). 
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Religion plays a more significant role in forging the identity of young people in 
Cindaga than Kahawa. In Cindaga, the entire population is Muslim and young people 
demonstrate a distinct and marked appreciation for Islamic education and socialisation. As 
the profiles in chapter 4 revealed, young people commonly spoke about the ease of gaining 
an Islamic education, their village’s strong focus on religion and the importance of 
following Islamic teachings. This finding is unsurprising as most of the young people 
attend or had attended madrasah (religious schools) and pondok pesantren (religious 
boarding houses), and often participate in pengajian, evening prayer groups differentiated 
by gender.202 These are places where young people socialise and interact in an Islamic 
group context, thus strengthening their religious identity. Consequently, in this village 
young people’s experiences are very much influenced by Islamic principles, values and 
teachings that underpin their future aspirations for marriage. 15-year-old Sati made this 
apparent when I asked her why marriage is important to her, she remarked, “getting 
married is to perfect Islam.” Her comment demonstrates that Islam and marriage remain 
powerful social forces shaping the lives of young people in this village, and in the 
reproduction of an ‘Islamic’ identity so apparent in the lives of young people in Cindaga.  
Comparatively, a strong emphasis on Islamic orthodoxy appeared less apparent in the 
lives of young people in Kahawa. This does not mean that religion is unimportant to young 
people’s lives here, or that it does not influence their life, such as their choice of work. For 
example, as Nurul said in Kahawa, work choices should be ‘halal’ (permitted under 
Islamic law) and Mega spoke of her aspiration to attend the haj (pilgrimage to Mecca). 
However, in contrast to young people in Cindaga, none of the research participants here 
told me that the ‘strength of religion’ or religious education was one of the ‘best’ things 
about their village. This may be because while most of the population of Kahawa (and 
participants in this research) are Muslim, there are also small Christian and Catholic 
populations. During the first stage of this research, I was told by an adult Christian 
informant, that her Muslim neighbours do not like to go to her house for monthly rotational 
savings (arisan) meetings, suggesting that underlying religious tensions may strain some 
relationships. However, mixed faiths did not appear to cause any overt friction or 
resentment between the young people involved in this study with none mentioning any 
issues arising from living in a religiously plural community.  
 
202 Unmarried men attend Ikatan Pelajar Nahdlatul Ulama (IPNU; Nahdlatul Ulama Student Association) and 
unmarried women attend Ikatan Pelajar Putri Nahdlatul Ulama (IPPNU; Nahdlatul Ulama Women’s Student 
Association). Activities include studying and reciting the Koran, praying for people who have died, and 
cleaning the local environment. After they are married young people attend segregated prayer groups for 
older men and women.  
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In contrast to Cindaga, youth in Kahawa, male and female, placed greater emphasis 
on appreciation of and engagement in traditional art and Javanese culture, local Karang 
Taruna activities, and friendships either in the village or at school. All the research 
participants from Kahawa were or currently are members of their local youth group, with 
three (two males and one female) acting in leadership roles. Members of the Karang 
Taruna played an active role in organising and participating in the flag raising ceremony 
for Independence Day, giving speeches, and singing the national anthem. The day before 
the ceremony, many were also engaged in Karang Taruna activities, to prepare for the 
ceremony. For example, painting fences in red and white colours and decorating the streets 
with Indonesian flags. In addition, a large parade featuring a large locally made 
‘Garuda’203 on a float was pushed through the village streets, along with a procession of 
followers wearing traditional clothing, costumes, and face masks. Loud speakers broadcast 
traditional music while primary school children marched in their uniforms waving 
Indonesian flags and signs depicting statements such as ‘I Am Proud to Be an Indonesian’, 
‘Let’s Study So We Can Be Clever’, ‘Let’s Read Books’, and ‘Protect Your Education’. 
This shows that Independence Day has been ‘co-opted’ to advance the national goal of 
producing future generations of young people who will contribute to economic and social 
development as committed citizens to the nation state of Indonesia. This includes, of 
course, young people in this study to whom the state has appealed to continue education 
through provision of the PKH and KIP.  
This aspect of Kahawa youth expression of national and local identity is distinct from 
that in Cindaga, where only a simple flag raising ceremony was held and few villagers 
attended. When I asked why this was the case, local informants suggested to me that the 
village is not as innovative as other communities and that village officials lack the skills 
to organise a vibrant celebration. Indeed, young research participants complained of a lack 
of traditional arts activities and sport facilities in the village. In 2008, the local government 
converted the sports ground into a carpark and area to accommodate stall traders, causing 
disappointment among the younger generation about that aspect of community 
development. 16-year-old Rendy, who had dropped out of school because his parents did 
not have any transport to take him, remarked critically, “there’s no ground to play soccer 
anymore and opportunities to do art activities are still lacking.” Young women also spoke 
of the difficulty as it relates to their children’s lives; “the village needs a sports ground for 
 
203 The Garuda (eagle) is Indonesia’s national emblem. The Garuda features a shield on its chest with five 
emblems that represent the five principles of Indonesia’s national ideology, the Pancasila.   
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children” said Rita. Most young men in the village are involved in the local, contemporary 
style ‘drum band’ which practises once or twice a week depending on upcoming local 
events. However, it appears that sport and traditional Javanese activities have been 
relegated or suppressed in favour of the tourism industry and religion, which are widely 
viewed in the community as mechanisms to attain both social and economic prestige. For 
example, those who have saved enough money to undertake the pilgrimage to Mecca,204 
an aspiration of all devout Muslims in the village, are particularly admired and respected. 
Much less value is placed on sport and the creative arts here compared to Kahawa.  
Over the research period, I did not see or hear any traditional music205 or dance 
activities taking place in Cindaga. However, I observed Islamic rituals and activities taking 
place each day. Research participants suggested that older villagers and religious leaders 
have increased focus on delivering strong Islamic education, to reduce the chance that 
young people will be exposed to ‘moral hazards’206 through the growth of tourism over 
the last decade, that might harm social cohesion. Although some young people expressed 
concern that traditional cultural activities have largely disappeared in favour of religion, 
they do not seem able or particularly willing to change this.  Indeed, paradoxically, young 
people here also speak of the ‘strength’ of religion, tourism, and agriculture in Cindaga, 
indicating that even if they privately wish for greater freedom and a greater variety of 
activities, they are constrained by wider socio-cultural and economic processes, some of 
which they also value. And so, in this village, two dominant socio-economic processes 
shape vulnerable young people’s experiences and identity: Islam and employment 
prospects in the local tourism and agriculture industries.  
In summary, this study found that young people from vulnerable households in upland 
Java speak with awareness of some common, shared experiences related to both challenges 
and strengths of village life. Although some older teenage girls resent rules that restrict 
their freedom of movement and independence, most young people in Cindaga also speak 
about the ease of obtaining a religious education, and the importance of following a 
conservative life differentiated by gender in their village, highlighting the significance of 
 
204 In 2017 the cost of going on the Haj to Mecca was approximately Rp35,666,250 (US$2500), departing 
from Surabaya airport (Bisnis Indonesia, 2017).  
205 The only exception to this was the small group of young men who busk for tourists to earn money, not for 
local entertainment or performances.   
206 For example, alcohol consumption and sex outside of marriage. Tourists are prohibited from bringing 
alcohol into the village. This is checked by ticket sellers at the entrance gate to the village. Any alcohol is 
confiscated by village leaders. I was shown some of the confiscated bottles, stored in the back room of the 
government office. It is kept as evidence and a form of accountability.  
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Islam in influencing their identity and behaviour. In Kahawa, the identities, lives and 
relationships of and between young men and women, are shaped more by friendships 
forged through traditional activities and state-based organisations (public and vocational 
education and the Karang Taruna), as well as exposure to religious pluralism which, at the 
time of research, did not appear to cause social friction between young people in this 
village, as evidenced by common membership in the Karang Taruna and satisfaction with 
living in a kompak (cohesive) community.  
The first relationality has compared key social and cultural norms and practices driving 
shared and differentiated experiences shaping identity and relationships across the cohort 
of vulnerable young people in this study. The second relationality, below, will compare 
how vulnerable young people navigate prominent features of modern development 
including education, social assistance, employment, and political engagement.  
6.2.2 Relationships to key features of the external context at a 
historical point in time: education, livelihoods, social 
assistance and politics 
In their study of Indonesian youth Nilan et al found “that both sexes were looking 
forward to a ‘good life’ in the future, characterised by the foundation of a good education” 
(Nilan, Parker, Robinson, & Bennett, 2015, p. 42). Therefore, it could be assumed that all 
young people would embrace the opportunity to complete high school with government 
assistance through the PKH (Family Hope Program) and KIP (Indonesia Smart Card). 
However, it is known that living among smaller populations may lead to or reinforce socio-
cultural pressures that “encourage uniformity and limit student achievement regardless of 
aspiration and motivation to succeed.”  (Leavy & Smith, 2010, p. 10). This study found 
young males demonstrated mixed attitudes towards the expansion of government social 
assistance programs designed to retain and encourage participation in senior high school 
or vocational education. As discussed in chapter 5, 21-year-old Indra clearly identified 
education as the best way to overcome vulnerability and poverty. His recent successful 
school-to-work transition had convinced him that attitudes towards education among poor 
and vulnerable households must change, and that social assistance programs, which 
promote school retention offered the best way to overcome vulnerability and poverty. 
Similarly, 16-year-old Yusri, recent beneficiary of the KIP and PKH programs, stated that 
the route out of poverty is to graduate from senior high school (SMA) instead of dropping 
out and performing the same work as parents do.   
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Nevertheless, other young males in the village did not agree, preferring to seeking 
work and avoid social embarrassment than returning to school.207 The differing responses 
demonstrate that not all young people in the village are willing or able to act as ‘sites of 
investment’ (Huijsmans 2016, p. 13) in the state’s ‘education-as-development’ project. 
For those who cannot meet conditionalities such as attending school, alternative forms of 
social assistance may be more appropriate. For example, access to an apprenticeship 
which will provide hands-on training rather than school-based learning. As Roelen 
argues, for social protection to be ‘inclusive’, it “should reach everyone who needs it and 
be available to everyone in a form most appropriate to them. It also focuses on the need 
for…strong integration with other structural policies and programmes.” (Roelen, 2014, 
p. 64). This might apply, for example, to integration of rural development policies with 
apprenticeship programmes. 
In Kahawa, females of school age demonstrated greater desire to complete a 
government senior high school education than their Cindaga peers, suggesting that 
comparatively, social attitudes in Kahawa are more progressive. As mentioned in chapter 
5, Anisa, for example, was concerned that her low exam score meant she had to attend a 
private, religious school that incurred additional monthly fees that the PKH and KIP did 
not fully cover. She was also concerned about the quality of education she would receive 
at the private school. Meanwhile, 17-year-old Mega, who had stopped her education and 
stayed at home for three months at the end of SMP because her parents could not afford 
for her to continue to upper secondary education, echoed similar concerns. After 
receiving a KIP, belatedly, she was able to continue her schooling. However, by then, she 
had missed enrolment deadlines for attending SMK, and had no choice but to reluctantly 
attend an Islamic SMA where she studies, but does not enjoy learning, Arabic. These 
experiences suggest that social attitudes in Kahawa are more progressive and drive a 
desire for quality, higher education. In Cindaga, by contrast, conservative Islamic values 
appear to be a greater driving force affecting young people’s access to education 
opportunities and, their trajectories differently.  
Strong Islamic beliefs and practices tend to shape vulnerable young people’s 
educational experiences and choice of school in Cindaga. None of the Cindaga youth 
participants had completed a state senior high school (SMA) education. Those who had 
 
207 19 year-year-old Hendra and 20-year-old Rudi placed greater value and meaning on work, emphasising 
they would rather be self-reliant, seek work through their own means and social networks than accept 
government social assistance and return to school at the behest of the state. 
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completed junior high school (SMP), studied at an Islamic school and boarded in the 
pesantren. This is markedly different from research participants in Kahawa, where more 
participants remarked on the lower quality education offered by private, religious schools 
and stated they would prefer to attend government high schools. Their concern reflects a 
different attitude by parents and young people towards the role of education. In Kahawa, 
it is evident that parents hope their children will have access to a quality senior high 
school education that might lead to formal, secure non-farm work. This appears to be of 
greater importance than in Cindaga where social attitudes and work practices emphasise 
the role of smallholder farming and labouring. Undoubtedly, however, changes are 
emerging through the local tourism industry, and hospitality and tourism training is 
becoming increasingly important to young people who aspire to become tour guides or 
small business operators.   
Despite the fact young people today are more educated compared to their parents 
(Leavy & Hossain, 2014, p. 38), there appears to be a reluctance among some rural 
populations in Southeast Asia, to leave their farms and villages (Rigg et al., 2016, p. 118). 
Instead of permanently leaving their farms, diversification of livelihoods is increasing, and 
small farm work is supplementary “as farmers embrace growing local opportunities for 
non-farm work” (Rigg, Salamanca, et al., 2016, p. 128). This process appears to be well 
underway in Cindaga. Disadvantaged young people, especially those already married with 
children, expressed the view that they do not want to leave their village because tourism 
is ‘strong’, and they are optimistic that the industry will continue to grow. Indeed, research 
participants commonly identified the development of ecotourism as one of the ‘best’ 
things about living in their village. By contrast, young people in Kahawa, particularly 
those who are still remaja (adolescent), expressed no desire to become fulltime farmers, 
largely because they see the multiple difficulties their parents experience or because they 
will not inherit enough land. Instead, they focus on graduating from high school with a 
view to finding fulltime off- farm work or perhaps, attending university. In this village 
too, older research participants who were already working were only interested in pursuing 
farming in a part time capacity while they focused on alternative ways to earn money, 
even if they are often underemployed. 
An alternative solution to the challenge of under-employment in villages is to relocate 
or commute to a city to access other work opportunities. However, the question emerging 
from some study participants seems to be: what is the point in uprooting themselves to 
compete for limited ‘decent jobs’ in crowded cities if they lack education and skills and 
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there is some work, however precarious, available in the village?208 Therefore, for young 
people who stay in their village, one of the imperatives must be to create opportunities for 
“decent work and fundamentally revamping the rural economy and the informal sector” 
(Koehler, 2011, p. 102). However, economic development policies should include the 
voice of vulnerable young people to ensure that their needs and concerns are identified. 
This was illuminated by study participants in Cindaga who spoke of unequal access to 
land, and the need for more training opportunities to take advantage of the tourism 
industry. As Budhi suggested, a village Youth Vision developed between local leaders and 
young people could promote greater cohesion and a common vision for local economic 
development, including the tourism industry. Perhaps, by including youth in decision 
making processes made at a village government level, this could go some way towards 
arresting the observation that young Indonesians seem to have developed a “non-political 
cultural identity.” (White, 2015a, p. 12). 
In relation to the topic of an apolitical cultural identity, none of the participants in this 
study actively participate in political groups. Neither do they indicate willingness to 
demand greater government action to deliver promises of universal health care and social 
welfare. This is largely because social protection is not yet viewed as an entitlement or a 
right. Perhaps, as time goes on, this might change, “as recipients become used to receiving 
transfers and start to see them as entitlements for the long-run rather than temporally 
limited hand-outs associated more with a politics of patronage than rights.” (Hickey & 
King, 2016, p. 1236). Although poor and vulnerable youth commonly spoke of their 
frustration at slow government processes, lack of knowledge about how to access 
assistance, and unfairness in the targeting errors of social protection programs, they seem 
unwilling or unable to build on collective identity to engage in collective action (Molyneux 
et al., 2016, p. 1089) to demand government accountability for delivering free, universal 
health services. It appears likely, therefore, that poor young citizens will continue to 
require assistance from ‘brokers’ to arrange access to hospital services when they are 
denied treatment or cannot understand the process of organising it. 
This section has analysed the complex and multiple ways that vulnerable young 
people relate to and interact with processes of development. Some male participants in this 
study left school early to seek work and earn money through non-agricultural work. They 
 
208 It was beyond the scope of this research to interview young people who had left the village. However, it 
is acknowledged that the data, on which this assumption is based, is partial because it did not include any 
young villagers who had emigrated to the city for work. 
Chapter 6.  Age and Generation: Relationalities Shaping the Lives of Disadvantaged Youth 
175 
indicated no intention or desire to return to school. Those views will be contrasted with 
the experiences of some other older ‘youth’ in the next section, highlighting the diversity 
of views held across the cohort of young participants in this study. By and large, however, 
participants from Kahawa were more enthusiastic about the prospect of a progressive 
education, while those in Cindaga prioritise a religious education. In Cindaga, in 
particular, disadvantaged young people want to have their needs and concerns heard by 
government but evidence suggests that “youth are mostly excluded from policy making 
and program interventions”(Huijsmans, 2016, p. 15) .       
6.2.3 Life Phase: Past Experiences, Present Needs and 
Anticipated Futures  
This relationality seeks to explain how, as young people navigate socio-economic and 
political processes, their present lives are impacted by both their future imaginings, and 
past experiences (Hart, 2016, p. 39). Key to understanding this relationality, are the 
concepts of ‘social age’ and ‘chronological age’. This entails differences between how 
youth (pemuda) and adult (dewasa) status is understood, both in terms of the local culture 
and the state’s definition of ‘youth’ and adulthood.  
In the Indonesian context, paid work, marriage/parenthood and autonomous housing 
are key indicators of attaining adult status (Nilan et al., 2015, p. 42). Recent research 
suggests that young rural Javanese understand that ‘transition’ to adult status occurs 
between 18 to 21 years of age or upon marriage (White & Margiyatin, 2015, p. 59). In the 
past, adult status was attained much earlier than today, but as education has become 
increasingly important, youth transition to adulthood has been delayed (Naafs & White, 
2012; Nilan et al., 2015; K. Robinson, 2015a; White, 2012c; White & Margiyatin, 2015).  
One effect of the prolongation of ‘youth’ resulting from extended education, is that 
young people with limited resources marry later, particularly males who aspire to provide 
for a wife and children (Bennett & Davies, 2014; Berckmoes & White, 2017; Nilan et al., 
2015). Although some studies find that poor rural youth still tend to marry younger than 
urban youth (Nilan et al., 2015, p. 27), my findings suggest this may be slowly changing. 
For example, the average age of marriage of all 13 married participants in this study was 
20 years. Meanwhile the average desired age of marriage of the 12 unmarried participants 
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was 25 years: a difference of 5 years209. This suggests that although marriage remains 
important and is an indicator of attaining ‘adult status’, it may not be the most immediate 
concern for younger people210 in rural villages. Instead, completing high school or perhaps 
university, securing work and saving some money, appears to be of increasing importance, 
particularly in Kahawa, where attitudes towards education and work are arguably more 
progressive than in Cindaga.  
Social policies, such as the conditional cash transfer, PKH (Family Hope Program) 
and KIP (Smart Indonesia Card), employing the concept of ‘chronological age’, support 
the process of prolonging youth-adult status by retaining or returning vulnerable young 
people (up to the age of 21) at school and preventing ‘early dropouts’. Most, but not all, 
participants in this study, perceived education and the PKH and KIP programs, as ways that 
they or their own children might become ‘successful’ and escape poverty and vulnerability. 
However, it should be noted, given the problem of unemployment for high school 
graduates, that the PKH may prove a ‘false hope’ for vulnerable youth, unless it is 
complemented by decent work opportunities for an increasingly educated youth population. 
Indeed, in Indonesia, it is “only those lucky few from privileged backgrounds with the best 
qualifications and family connections [who] can expect to quickly find a well-paid secure 
job.” (Nilan et al., 2015, p. 42). This indicates the need for policy attention towards 
supporting the efforts of increasing numbers of educated young people to find decent paid 
work, as well as the introduction of unemployment benefits211. Certainly, after fulfilling 
CCT conditions and completing high school, beneficiaries of the PKH and KIP, like Yusri, 
who anticipates finding better work than his parents, may still struggle to find secure work. 
However, the reflections of some older (over 21) youth participants on their earlier lives, 
before they were married and had children of their own, indicates that young people value 
pursuit of education for reasons in addition to its potential for securing employment. It is 
 
209 This finding correlates with a study of Indonesian youth that found “25 was the median desired age of 
marriage.”  (Nilan et al., 2015, p. 31). 
210 Those aged between 15-19 years, still at school or unmarried.  
211 “The government and the Workers Social Security Agency (BPJS Ketenagakerjaan) are preparing a 
mechanism for providing unemployed citizens with benefits...” (Afrizal, 2018). 
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important that these are considered by Indonesian policy makers if key targets of the 
Sustainable Development Goals are to be achieved by 2030.212 
As discussed in chapter 5, Iyan, 28, and Siti, 23, who dropped out after primary 
school, wished they had been given the opportunity to complete high school. Siti, who is 
childless, said that if she has children she wants to avoid (them and her) feeling 
embarrassed by her low education status. Iyan wished he had the literacy skills to 
understand how to arrange paperwork for social protection programs (SPPs). Their 
responses indicate that they value education for its inclusive potential, to avoid social 
embarrassment and the challenges they experience in daily life because of low literacy and 
numeracy skills. Their perspectives are in line with Leavy and Hossain’s (2014) research 
which found that young people view education positively for a range of reasons, not only 
for employment and income prospects.213 However, because the PKH is underpinned 
largely by ‘productivist’ human capital theory, that only invests in school-aged children 
(6-21 years) for their future economic potential, vulnerable older youth like Iyan and Siti 
who value education for different, but in their eyes, equally important reasons, are 
disqualified from the benefit.   
Under Indonesian Law (UU No 40/2009, article 1.1), both Siti and Iyan are still 
defined as ‘youth’ (16-30 years).  However, as White argues, the political decision to 
extend the age of youth to 30 has not been explained by the state and it “risks juvenilizing 
young adults as something less than full members of society, less than full citizens.” 
(White, 2015a, p. 7).  Indeed, as both Iyan and Siti are married and have work (albeit 
precarious and casual), they consider themselves to be ‘adults’ (dewasa) rather than 
‘youth’ (pemuda). Nevertheless, they imply they do not feel like ‘full citizens’, citing 
 
212 Several SDGs have implications for adult learning. The most explicit is Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and 
equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. Five of its seven targets are 
specific to adult learning and education: By 2030 “4.3 Ensure equal access for all women and men to 
affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary education, including university; 4.4 Substantially 
increase the number of youth and adults who have relevant skills, including technical and vocational skills, 
for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship; 4.5 Eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure 
equal access to all levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with 
disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable situations; 4.6 All youth and a substantial 
proportion of adults achieve literacy and numeracy; 4.7 Ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and 
skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others, through education for 
sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of 
peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution 
to sustainable development.” (UN website, 2015a). 
213 Including “knowledge of how the world works, how to interact with markets and officialdom and avoid 
being cheated,…sophistication associated with formal learning, and not being left behind while others gain 
education”(Leavy & Hossain, 2014, p. 19). It also supports Parker and Nilan’s study of 3565 teenagers across 
Indonesia which found they “highly value education” (Parker & Nilan, 2013, p. 87). 
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social embarrassment and lack of understanding about SPPs, because their parents could 
not afford to send them to high school. However, even today, because of their 
chronological age, they are still not considered as ‘worthy targets’ for social assistance 
programs that might support their return to education. They are caught, it seems, in a kind 
of political and social ‘no man’s land’: on the one hand, defined by the 2009 Law on Youth 
as “Indonesian citizens…entering an important period of growth and development…aged 
between 16 and 30 years” (White, 2015a, p. 6), but on the other hand, find themselves 
excluded from financial support because they are over 21 years.  
The concept of ‘adult and learner education’ (ALE) points to a rights-based solution 
to the challenge faced by vulnerable youth (or perhaps better understood as young adults) 
like Iyan and Siti. ALE argues for the global expansion of ‘equitable learning opportunities’ 
for both youth and adults (UNESCO, 2016, p. 4). Here, chronological age boundaries are 
removed so that “education, including ALE is [understood as] a fundamental and enabling 
human right” (UNESCO, 2016, p. 15). It follows, therefore, that vulnerable young people 
of any chronological age (between 16-30), who have been unable to complete high school 
in the past, but who now wish to, are given equal opportunity to access financial and other 
support to do so (UNESCO, 2016).  
While it must be acknowledged that state budget constraints are a clear challenge to 
expanding financial support to older youth, the social benefits are arguably more important 
than the economic costs. Studies suggest that improving literacy rates among adults (or in 
the case of Indonesia, ‘older youth’) can enhance community health and wellbeing, 
promote workplace safety and develop democratic values (UNESCO, 2016, p. 6); all of 
which are essential elements for eradicating poverty, and pursuing sustainable 
development (UNESCO, 2016, p. 11). With a current population of 260 million and 
concern about the spread of conservative Islam and religious intolerance, particularly in 
Java, these are critical for Indonesia’s future. There is, thus, a need for collaboration 
between a wide range of actors “including governments, private providers, employers, 
civil society organizations and learners themselves” (UNESCO, 2016, p. 15) to plan how 
social assistance and education programs could be expanded to include ‘older’ vulnerable 
youth from rural areas. 
Through the stories of Siti and Iyan, it appears that education and social assistance is 
valued by some ‘older’ vulnerable youth, not only for its potential to lead to non-farm 
work, but also for its potential to bring about social inclusion and remove the stigma of 
being ‘less educated’. This section has argued that although development processes like 
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education and social assistance bring some hope of a brighter future for vulnerable young 
people under the age of 21, older vulnerable youth appear to have been abandoned by the 
state because their chronological age does not sit within the socially accepted boundaries 
of youth. This is despite the fact that the state recognises that citizens aged between 16 
and 30 are entering an important phase for their development (White, 2015a, p. 6). On this 
basis, therefore, financial assistance for education and training purposes could be extended 
to include vulnerable young people from rural communities over the age of 21.  
6.2.4 Kinship relations: the role of family in mediating lives today 
and shaping future aspirations  
In this section, analytical attention will be paid to the ways in which kinship relations 
intersect with changing social and economic realities influencing vulnerable young 
people’s lives and aspirations. Implications for social reproduction and small farming in 
mountain Java will be considered. As Punch (2002, p. 128) argues “parental attitudes can 
be influential in young people’s choice of transition when combined with other factors 
rather than being a vital factor by itself.” This was exemplified by Ali in Cindaga, whose 
immediate future was constrained by several powerful forces. Ali does not aspire to be a 
farmer or farm labourer. However, his parents do not support or encourage his alternative 
livelihood dream because of their own financial difficulties, lack of capital and lack of 
land ownership. Although they have no land to pass on to Ali in the future, they need their 
son to labour on their rented land because of his father’s long-term illness and because 
they cannot afford to hire labourers. Ali, although disappointed, feels greater obligation 
and responsibility to help his parents. This example highlights how kinship relations, along 
with economic challenges, play a key role in the transmission of vulnerability in an 
agrarian context across generations.  
Power relations among extended family members can also shape the control of 
resources, affecting the capacity of young people to pursue their aspirations. Sati’s 
experience exemplifies this: her wealthier uncle, whose ambition is to go to Mecca, 
refused to lend or give money to Sati’s parents so that she could enrol at senior high school. 
According to Sati’s mother, her brother didn’t think Sati needs to finish senior high school, 
dashing her aspiration to finish high school and go on to study fashion design. She was 
consigned to domestic duties and the prospect of marriage and motherhood.  Both Sati and 
Ali are aware that kinship relations constrain their agency and limit their capacity to realise 
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aspirations that undoubtedly have been influenced by global economic changes as well as 
popular youth culture, also globalised through the internet and social media. 
In some cases, kinship relations proved critical to young people’s efforts to pursue 
their personal aspirations, not necessarily within the agriculture sector. As Robinson 
(2015a, p. 70) notes, Indonesian parents “by and large” support their children to make their 
own choices, starting with “educational choices, and parents accept the responsibility to 
support them financially as best they can.”   My study found that where adult relations 
support and encourage vulnerable young people, and where enabling resources are 
available, it is possible for them to pursue and achieve alternative livelihood aspirations, 
thus transforming their futures and producing generational change. For instance, as 
discussed in chapter 5, Indra, whose parents in Kahawa had little land (100m2), low 
income from salak fruit production, and no government social assistance while he was 
young, credits becoming a mechanic to the role played by his sister and the financial 
assistance provided by his church. His sister guided and encouraged him to think and plan 
his trajectory while he was still young and developed his interest in completing vocational 
education. His ‘church family’, who knew his parents could not afford his school fees, 
provided the financial resources enabling him to attend SMP and SMK. Indra’s story 
demonstrates the important interplay between kin relations, education, and aspiration, that 
in this case articulated with a transforming society and economy in which cars and 
motorbikes214 offer growing employment opportunities.  
In Kahawa, 15-year-old Anisa does not aspire to become a farmer either, because the 
income is uncertain, and the work is tiring. Nor does she want to marry at a young age like 
her oldest, unemployed 22-year-old sibling. Instead, Anisa wants to marry when she is 
around 25, so that she has time to find work first. Anisa draws inspiration from her 18-
year-old sister who acts as her ‘role model’; already employed fulltime in Malaysia after 
graduating from SMK. She views her sister’s independence as a successful ‘school-to-
work’ transition and a much better alternative to early marriage and unemployment. It 
remains to be seen if Anisa will follow a similar trajectory, but interviews suggest that she 
will not choose to work as a farmer. Evidently, a range of processes, including the socio-
economic realities of fulltime farming, education, urbanisation and changing cultural 
attitudes towards early marriage, inform Anisa’s perceptions and undoubtedly also those 
of her friends and peers in the village, paving the way for further social change.  This 
 
214 The Indonesian Motorcycle Industry Association expected sales of motorbikes to grow by 3%, 
approximately 6 million units in 2018 (Indonesia-Investments, 2018).  
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highlights the point made by Robert Hefner (1990, p. 26) that ‘social differentiation’ in 
the study of agrarian change “cannot only be understood in terms of objective relations of 
production or ‘surplus extraction.’” Rather, social differentiation should be “grasped in 
relation to community and life-style – or what Weber calls ‘status groups’ - and the identity 
and commitment they imply” (Hefner, 1990, p. 26).  
Access to land, nonetheless, is a factor influencing whether young people are attracted 
to work as farmers or in the agricultural sector in Indonesia (White, 2012a). Thus, control 
of land resources, including inheritances, can determine young people’s capacities to 
pursue agricultural options. In the study locations, it is common to divide land equally 
between all children while parents are still alive to avoid land disputes. However, given 
that average size land holdings of the poor in each village are already small to begin with, 
most couples in this study will inherit only tiny plots. Their hope is to supplement small 
inheritances by purchasing or renting more land in the future. During the first stage of this 
research, most heads of households indicated that they had either not considered when they 
might pass on land to their children or would do so only when their children married. But 
the second stage of the research, focused on youth from poor and vulnerable households, 
revealed that even after children have married and had children of their own, some parents 
are delaying passing on land. This is largely because they are still able to perform farm 
work, the size of their landholding is small, and they would be unable to support their own 
needs if they sub-divided it. For example, young couples in Cindaga like Budhi, 27, Rita, 
21, Hendra, 24 and Lara, 22 who all had small children, were hoping to inherit some land, 
but their parents, owning small plots, were continuing to work as farmers rather than rely 
on their children to support them. In the meantime, the couples work as agricultural 
labourers or help their parents and pursue tourism related opportunities.  
Despite challenges of land access, these couples still aspired to become land-owning 
farmers and did not criticise their parents or blame the delayed process of land inheritance 
for their financial precarity. Instead, they directed their criticism towards political 
economy processes that they perceive as barriers to accessing land: the high cost of land 
and shortage of subsidised farmland for young people from poor and vulnerable families. 
The experiences of these vulnerable young couples and those of their parents provide 
insight into how political economy and structural changes (delayed transition to adulthood, 
limited access to education, and delayed inheritances) have contributed to changing 
livelihood options for some young people.  
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This section has demonstrated some ways that kin relations impact young people’s 
livelihood trajectories. It has highlighted how socio-cultural and economic processes, 
mediated through kin relations, can either constrain or facilitate young people’s agency. 
This has implications for social reproduction and agrarian change in upland Java. 
Diminishing land sizes and insufficient household incomes through farming are important 
factors which contribute to some young people rejecting farming futures. To pursue 
education as a basis for alternative occupations, however, they must have adequate 
financial support and encouragement from parents and family. Without these kinship 
support mechanisms, several disadvantaged youths in this study had dropped out of school 
and are unlikely to return. Faced with the prospect of limited land and skills, they have 
little choice, at least for the time being, but to remain in the village with their parents and 
accept a less promising future to the one they previously imagined.  
6.3 Conclusion 
This chapter applied a four-dimensional relationality framework to illuminate some 
of the complex and multiple generational relationships within which research participants 
are embedded. These relationships inform their perspectives on processes of reproduction 
such as employment options, education, and social assistance programs. The concepts of 
social age and generation intersect with gender and religion, differentiating the 
experiences of study participants, both in and between the two villages. These 
intersections, inherent within the different sets of social relations, inform young people’s 
lives and actions now and their hopes for their future. Although the expansion of formal 
social protection programs is welcomed, young people in this study did not expect that 
these will be a ‘panacea’ to solve their challenges, supporting a key claim made in this 
thesis – that current SPPs are more ‘palliative’ than ‘transformative’. They recognise that 
particular social relations can either constrain or enable future aspirations, advancing the 
thesis argument that power relationships of age, class and gender, mediate the extent to 
which they can gain access to opportunities such as quality education, or delay marriage 
and motherhood to overcome their disadvantaged position. On a positive note, however, 
the insights and experiences of young people in both villages, point to opportunities that 
might deliver more inclusive social policies for youth, both male and female, older and 
younger, in upland Java.  
Firstly, in relation to education: a key finding of this study contradicts the state’s 
assumption that, based on their chronological age, vulnerable young people, will want or 
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be able to finish senior high school even if their household has access to the PKH and KIP 
programs. Two males among study participants in Kahawa did not want to resume a school-
based education because they were already engaged in paid work, albeit precariously, had 
not enjoyed their previous school experiences and would be embarrassed to return to study 
now. For youth such as these, apprenticeships and programs that deliver paid, on-the-job 
skills training would be of greater benefit than a cash transfer payment to their parents. On 
the other hand, some research participants, both male and female over the age of 21, 
lamented the fact they had not finished high school and valued education for reasons 
beyond potential employment opportunities that it might generate.  To meet important 
targets of Sustainable Development Goal 4, including improving adult literacy and 
numeracy, the state could therefore consider extending education subsidies to vulnerable 
youth over 21, who want to study in alternative modes of education. This could include, for 
example, online or evening adult courses to improve literacy and numeracy skills.  
Secondly, it is clear from this study that quality education is valued by young women 
who benefit from the KIP and PKH. Some study participants were clearly not enjoying 
their schooling at private Islamic institutions. Their responses suggest a need to design a 
more progressive and engaging curriculum which teaches skills and knowledge conducive 
for working in a modern, formal economy. Given that none of the unmarried female study 
participants in Kahawa indicated they want to become farmers and would prefer to marry 
later, acquiring appropriate skills to compete in a tight job market is increasingly important.  
Thirdly, young people want opportunities to fulfil their creative potential through art, 
dance, and music. Religion was certainly important and valued, dominating life for some, 
particularly in Cindaga. Nonetheless, young people, both males and females, would 
benefit from secular programs and resources to generate interest in the creative arts and in 
sport. Some money from the Village Fund budget, supplemented by fundraising activities 
organised by young people themselves could be used to finance workshops. Importantly, 
young men and women should be included in the planning processes, collaborating 
regularly with local leaders to design workshops that suit their interests and needs.   
Fourthly, girls and young women from disadvantaged households should be actively 
encouraged to participate in Karang Taruna activities to enhance gender equity and 
equality. In Cindaga, girls are currently missing out because of traditional attitudes towards 
the role of women in society. The Karang Taruna could present girls with opportunities to 
design and implement social action programs and develop self-confidence, leadership and 
networking skills that may break down social barriers which constrain their future 
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aspirations; for example, overcoming parochial attitudes that view girls only for their 
potential as future wives and mothers. Social action programs could include, for example, 
holding competitions to clean rubbish from waterways, sport competitions, and displays or 
events that showcase community art and cultural projects.  
In conclusion, through the four meanings of generation, this chapter has explored 
aspects of vertical relationalities (life phase and kinship) which young people navigate on 
a daily basis, and horizontal power structures which links young people’s lives to wider 
contexts and peers (Ansell, 2014, p. 289). These relationalities have drawn attention to 
some of the structural barriers and supports which shape identities and mediate social 
reproduction. At the same time, they also pointed to ways in which social policies could 
become more inclusive to overcome challenges inherent within social relations at different 
scales. The next and final chapter will provide a concluding discussion of the implications 
of this research, and some further recommendations to improve the lives of young social 
assistance beneficiaries.  
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7.1 Introduction 
Over the last two decades there has been a large expansion of social assistance 
programs, particularly conditional cash transfers (CCTs) targeting low income 
households in developing countries (Fiszbrin et al., 2014). This global trend came about 
as it was realised that the promise of economic growth through neoliberal reforms had 
not ‘trickled down’ to lift the most poor and vulnerable households from poverty, thus 
increasing concerns about the effects of social and economic inequality in developing 
countries (S. Cook & Pincus, 2014; Hanlon et al., 2010; Koehler, 2011; Midgley, 2014; 
Saad-Filho, 2016).   
Although social protection is acknowledged as an international human right through 
the UN Social Protection Floor 2011, and is viewed as a critical element of efforts to 
eradicate poverty and vulnerability, fiscal constraints, access and targeting remain 
problematic, leading to inadequate coverage and variation in effectiveness (Devereux et 
al., 2017; Ellis, 2012; Fiszbrin et al., 2014; Kabeer, 2014; Kidd, 2018; Slater, 2011). 
Concerns have also been raised about the potential for social assistance programs, by 
themselves, to reduce intergenerational poverty and promote social inclusion because 
underlying drivers and structural causes of poverty remain (Devereux & McGregor, 2014; 
N. Jones & Shahrokh, 2013; Roelen & Devereux, 2013). The broad aim of this thesis, 
therefore, has been to contribute towards understanding the role that social assistance plays 
in alleviating household poverty and its potential to ‘transform’ the lives of young people 
in poor or vulnerable households in mountain Java. To achieve this aim, I employed a 
relational approach, examining government interventions, social, political, and economic 
processes and structural barriers mediating the reproduction of poverty and vulnerability 
among upland youth.  
I was motivated to study the effects of poverty and vulnerability and the 
transformative potential of social assistance on young people aged 15-30, because this was 
an area that had been under researched in Indonesia. Literature revealed limited 
information on “how the process of intergenerational transmission of poverty occurs in 
Indonesia” (Surachman & Hartoyo., 2015, p. 341). Vujanovic (2015) also suggested that 
more work must be done to identify the risk factors that cause households to slip into 
poverty in Indonesia to provide early assistance through more effective programs. 
Furthermore, there appeared to be little published research in the literature available 
investigating young Indonesians’ perceptions of social assistance programs and how they 
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cope with household vulnerability and poverty. As a result of this identified knowledge 
gap, five main research questions were posed: (1) What drives vulnerability and poverty 
in upland Java today? (2) Who is ascending from and descending into poverty and why? 
(3) How effectively do social assistance programs address vulnerability and food 
insecurity in mountain Java? (4) Have current social assistance programs enabled young 
people to overcome the disadvantaged position? Why or why not? and (5) how do young 
people respond to the effects of household vulnerability and poverty and why? 
By building on the Australian Research Council project investigating the impacts and 
effectiveness of Indonesian SPPs directed toward alleviating poverty and supporting 
vulnerable rural households, this thesis has extended knowledge of how structural 
conditions and multiple pressures result in ‘sub-optimal’ responses such as being forced 
to quit school early or sell assets of personal and material value to provide for basic needs 
or respond to emergencies. This research has also contributed to a better understanding of 
whether Indonesia’s conditional cash transfer and other social assistance aimed at 
improving children’s nutrition and health and retaining students at school for 12 years, are 
close to being “a magic bullet in development” as touted by Centre for Global 
Development expert, Nancy Birdsall (cited in Hanlon et al., 2010, p. 61).  
As this thesis showed, young people in mountain Java, much like their parents, want 
to work and earn money to survive and to build a more secure future. What is clear from 
the empirical findings of this research, is that despite young people’s will, or desire, their 
opportunities and capacity to find ‘decent work’ are constrained by social and political-
economic factors largely outside of their control. Of course, this does not mean that young 
people are without agency, or a degree of manoeuvrability in their lives. Indeed, some 
demonstrated a degree of youthful rebelliousness and hope, one day, to forge pathways 
that do not necessarily reflect their parents’ views. But nor do all the young people in this 
study necessarily conform to “Western models that imagine agency in terms of autonomy 
and independence.” (Jeffrey, 2011, p. 793).  
Most young people in this study have taken on various low paying jobs to cope, while 
a minority with better supports, were able to plan their futures more strategically to secure 
formal, non-farm employment. This study showed clearly that several factors had been 
satisfied to achieve these aspirations: including access to a quality high school or 
vocational education institution, support and encouragement from family and/or friends, 
and enough financial assistance to cover school fees and equipment, transport, 
accommodation and food. Without these, young people are likely to quit school early or 
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be reluctant to return after dropping out. However, as this study showed, even with a high 
school education, securing a decent job is not assured. Nonetheless, finishing high school, 
securing ‘good work’ and/or land for farming were among the most critical concerns of 
young people seeking to escape inherited poverty and its effects. 
7.2 A Discussion of Findings 
Chapter 3 addressed the first three research questions for each case study, by applying 
the ‘analytic of conjuncture’ to understand the multiple factors which combine to shape 
people’s lives in different ways at a particular time and place (Li, 2014, p. 4). This 
approach facilitated exploration of how particular sets of social relations, political-
economic processes and environmental factors combine to differentiate livelihood 
outcomes in two mountain villages with distinct agricultural economies. Rigg et al.’s 
(2016) conceptual framework, differentiating vulnerability and precarity, informed 
understanding of how environmental, social and political-economic processes generate 
different forms of household insecurity. For example, small land holdings and an absence 
of irrigation have produced vulnerability while large quantities of chemicals have, over 
time, reduced soil quality and increased precarity.   
The research was informed by small focus group discussions, household surveys and 
local government interviews, to reveal the causal drivers of poverty and accumulation. 
Regarding the first research question, evidence from each village showed how intensive 
agricultural practices and capitalist modes of production have continued to produce 
‘winners’ alongside ‘losers.’ While the potato ‘boom’ crop, driven by the promise of profit 
and wealth, has enabled most villagers in Cindaga to escape from the worst forms of 
poverty over the last 25 years, speculative land acquisition, high debts, fluctuating market 
prices and significant crop losses have led to bankruptcy and loss of land for some. In 
Kahawa village, the second location of research, low rainfall and lack of irrigation resulted 
in poor salak yields and low incomes. Fluctuating prices and intense competition among 
fruit growers in the marketplace are frequent sources of worry and vulnerability for 
producers: diversification to sand labouring is thus a common and necessary coping 
strategy, although this is not without its own challenges. 
Regarding the second research question, evidence showed that Cindaga villagers with 
limited land (between 0.1ha and 0.25ha), or without other tangible assets or savings are 
particularly vulnerable to slipping into poverty. Additionally, evidence demonstrated that 
some farmers in Cindaga have ascended from poverty by capitalising on “the failure of 
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their neighbours who fell into debt and were forced to sell their land” (Li, 2014, p. 24). In 
Kahawa, evidence showed that villagers who lack education find it difficult to obtain 
secure, safe, or legal work, and are at risk of falling into poverty. The risk is greater if they 
do not receive remittances from family working outside the village. Vulnerability to food 
insecurity was underscored by some incidences of moderate food and nutritional 
insecurity, occurring largely as a result of seasonal difficulties in both research locations.   
The last half of chapter 3 addressed the third research question. It analysed the 
effectiveness of key social assistance programs targeted at poor households through the 
combined methods of a quantitative household survey and “the ethnographic art of 
observing and listening closely” (Li, 2014, p. 166) to local beneficiaries’ opinions about 
targeting and distribution mechanisms. Although evidence showed the value of rice 
benefits were low, villagers did not complain about the targeting or effectiveness of the 
Rastra program. However, perceptions of injustice in the study communities arose when 
poor households were excluded from the conditional cash transfer, the PKH, while 
wealthier households were included.  
Strong notions of fairness and equity were notable with respect to criticism of the 
way funds are distributed. This research showed that although the level of government 
assistance is very low as a percentage of overall household expenditure, the program is 
nevertheless largely perceived positively by poor households, who commonly stated that 
‘it helps, but it is not enough’. At the same time, beneficiaries agreed they would prefer 
lower levels of assistance to be spread over more poor households. The Australian 
Government’s Department of Foreign Affairs (DFAT) also acknowledges that “the 
overall impacts [of the PKH] are limited due to low transfer amounts.” (Cardno, 2016, p. 
13). Although fiscal constraints are problematic for any national government, the 
implication of these findings is that the Indonesian government should increase 
expenditure to provide cash transfers to more poor and vulnerable households. In 2019, 
the PKH budget was almost doubled from Rp17.5 trillion to Rp32.65 trillion, however, 
the number of households receiving the cash benefit was not increased and remained at 
10 million (Kemsos, 2019a). Accordingly, the amount received by households has 
changed, as reported in 2018, to reflect the level of a ‘family’s burden’ (GoI, 2018). It is 
unlikely that this change will be well received in Cindaga and Kahawa, given their stated 
preference for wider distribution of the PKH to avoid community disharmony and 
jealousy because of targeting errors.     
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Chapter 3 highlighted weaknesses of the Proxy Means Test for accurately selecting 
beneficiaries of the PKH. The role of local intermediaries such as the Pendamping PKH 
were shown to be important for deleting non-poor households from the list and updating 
the Unified Database. However, the inclusion of new households by the central 
government into the PKH program remains problematic and an ongoing source of 
consternation.215 Developing institutional capacity to address grievances and complaints 
(Koehler, 2011; Molyneux et al., 2016) in a timely manner is thus critical for promoting 
an inclusive social protection system.  
Chapter 3 provided some evidence to show how entrenched social and political 
relations undermine local democratic processes and the capacity of the poor to “hold power 
holders to account” (Molyneux et al., 2016, p. 1095). This chapter showed how opaque 
local government processes make it difficult for villagers to determine how new Village 
Funds are spent, how social assistance beneficiaries are selected, and how decisions around 
renting land or stalls at the tourism precinct are made. This raises questions about the 
recentralisation of power into the hands of village heads. Without a more democratic set of 
local structures, and genuine participation by villagers in governance and decision making 
processes at the Musyawarah Desa, the chance of establishing “robust regulatory 
mechanisms to ensure representation and transparency” (Molyneux et al., 2016, p. 1095) is 
much reduced. If Village Funds are to bring about transformative results that benefit the 
lives of poor and vulnerable villagers, and all those lacking social and political connections, 
then local governance structures must be democratic.   
Chapters 4 and 5 were significant because they extended and deepened findings from 
the ARC project on household vulnerability and social protection policies, reported in 
chapter 3. Qualitative investigations revealed young people’s experiences in relation to 
participation in local organisations and access to health, education, work opportunities 
including farming, and social assistance. Through the youth profiles, these chapters 
explained the ways in which young people respond to, and cope with, the effects of 
vulnerability and poverty. Some responses, such as borrowing substantial amounts of 
 
215 The PKH facilitator (pendamping) in Cindaga provided an update as of December 2018: “Sejauh ini belum 
ada perubahan berarti. Saya sempat mengerjakan SIKS-NG tetapi hasil dari input data SIKS-NG yang sudah 
saya lakukan belum diaplikasikan sebagai dasar penetapan peserta PKH, setidaknya sejauh ini saya belum 
merasakan hasil dari proses SIKS-NG” (Mbak LA, Personal communication, 3 December 2018).  
Translation: “So far there have been no meaningful changes. I have had the opportunity to use the SIKS-NG 
(Social Welfare Information System) but the results of the data input I have already done haven’t been 
applied as a basis for determining the PKH participants, at least to this point I have not seen any results from 
the SIKS-NG process.” 
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money which they struggle to repay, perpetuates deepening precarity. The effects of their 
responses to precarity and structural disadvantage are rarely compensated by informal and 
government assistance which were too low, slow, or problematic to access. 
Chapters 4, 5 and 6 addressed the fourth and fifth research questions, as well as the 
two subsidiary questions regarding attitudes and barriers to farming. In regards to the 
fourth research question, the combined ethnographic and political economy approaches 
of these chapters provided evidence to strongly support the argument that young 
people’s disadvantaged positions are unlikely to be overcome through the provision of 
financial assistance such as the PKH, KIP or KIS alone. Rather, systemic weaknesses 
inherent in education, health and labour markets must be addressed if young people are 
to ‘transform their lives’.  
Through the youth profiles, these chapters addressed the fifth research question, 
explaining the ways in which young people respond to, and cope with, the effects of 
vulnerability and poverty. Some responses, such as borrowing substantial amounts of 
money which they struggle to repay, perpetuate deepening precarity. The effects of their 
responses to precarity and structural disadvantage are rarely compensated by informal and 
government assistance which were too low, slow, or problematic to access.  
The youth profiles in chapters 4 and 5 also detailed qualitative evidence to address 
the two subsidiary questions about farming futures. Responses were mixed, showing that 
some vulnerable youth in upland Java still harbour aspirations to become farmers, but are 
hamstrung by the cost and availability of land. Others have no desire to become farmers 
due to the high costs involved and erratic weather patterns: they seek alternative pathways 
– often in the tourism or sand minding industries or working in local shops or home 
industries. Evidence showed that completing education at a quality senior school or 
tertiary institution is also increasingly prioritised, but rarely achieved due to cost barriers.  
Chapter 6 contributed to answering the youth-specific research questions through 
more nuanced analysis of the social relationships in which young lives are embedded and 
influenced. A ‘generational’ approach was applied as a framework for understanding how 
the lives and trajectories of young people are influenced by intersecting community and 
state social processes within four sets of relationships (Hart, 2016). The chapter drew on 
the key relationships articulated by participants in the previous two chapters to analyse 
and compare the experiences and opportunities of young people from both villages, 
through the concepts of ‘age’, ‘generation’ and ‘social reproduction’.  
Chapter 7.  Conclusion - Implications and Recommendations 
192 
This conceptual approach offered insight into how social relations both support and 
frustrate young people who seek to overcome their disadvantaged position by having their 
voices heard and contributing to local decision-making processes. By promoting a more 
inclusive approach to planning and development activities, disadvantaged young people 
may become more engaged in political processes and break down generational barriers 
that impede democratic and progressive ideals. A first step would be to include and 
encourage girls to actively participate in Karang Taruna events, or lobby schools and 
teachers to design more interesting and engaging lessons.  
Chapter 6 revealed that some older ‘youth’ want to improve their literacy skills to 
avoid feelings of shame and embarrassment. Under Indonesian law, youth is defined by 
the 16 – 30 age bracket. However, vulnerable, and poor youth over the age of 21 are 
currently excluded from educational assistance through the PKH and KIP to complete high 
school. Current social assistance policies fail to include young people still deemed to be 
‘youth’ in the chronological sense, and who may want to complete high school or 
vocational education for myriad reasons: from advancing skills to compete in the job 
market, to engaging with government for understanding and accessing social assistance 
programs, to helping their own children to read and write.  
This finding may have implications for raising awareness among older youth in this 
study and more widely, to begin at a grass roots level, a process to agitate for policy 
change. It may also have implications for new ways of thinking about the purpose of 
education among the political elite. That is, not only to create ‘productive citizens’ through 
building ‘human capital’ but also to generate a more inclusive and just education policy 
for greater engagement of all vulnerable youth, regardless of their gender and 
chronological age, across Indonesia. A recommendation based on this finding is for the 
government to consider extending social assistance coverage to youth over the age of 21 
to participate in education and training. 
The analytical approach and findings of this research has implications for advancing 
positive social change for individuals, as well as political institutions at the societal level in 
Indonesia, and potentially could be transferred to other contexts of the ‘global south’. The 
next section turns to explaining the implications of this study for wider debates concerning 
development processes and considers ‘the way forward’ for social protection in Indonesia.  
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7.3 The way forward: making social protection work better 
for youth 
This thesis has argued that rather than being a panacea for eradicating poverty, 
capitalist development processes and unmediated market integration (Rigg, 2016) driven 
by the profit motive and unequal social relations, expands inequality and leads to poverty 
for some (Bernstein, 2010a, 2010b; Li, 2007; Mosse, 2007, 2010; Saad-Filho, 2016; 
Scoones, 2015), the effects of which may be transmitted intergenerationally. This is not to 
deny the reality that capitalism can and does deliver prosperity to some. However, as Li 
(2007) contends in the case of upland Indonesian villagers, the World Bank has largely 
advanced “capitalist enterprise and the search for profit … as a solution to poverty, not as 
a cause.” (Li, 2007, p. 267). And yet, this study shows that poor and vulnerable small 
farmers, young and older, willingly participate in capitalist processes, hoping to purchase 
land to expand production or possibly by employing labourers of their own. Despite 
warnings by farmer activists and scholars that land alienation and insecurity may increase 
if large bank loans cannot be repaid (Warren & Lucas, 2013), farmers seemed hopeful that 
Jokowi’s land certification program might facilitate access to capital through bank loans 
to buy more land and agricultural resources. However, small farmers in both locations are 
subject to forces beyond their control: unstable market prices controlled by middlemen, 
ineffective state policies to prevent price gouging, and difficult access to irrigation and 
agricultural subsidies. Generally, there is a squeeze on farmers who are caught between 
increasing production costs and unstable returns, and in this process, smallholders with 
little land and fewer resources, are impacted most.   
These findings reflect the argument that farmers in Sulawesi “are quite prepared to 
embrace capitalism so long as the conditions are fair.” (Li, 2007, p. 281). Fair conditions, 
then, are imperative for farmers to succeed in market led development, and this includes 
equal opportunity to access land and other means of production including irrigation and 
agricultural inputs, so that the ‘big people’ are not favoured over the ‘little people’ (Li, 
2007, p. 281). Access to state social assistance is increasingly seen by Indonesians to be 
the appropriate response “for eliminating the contradiction between capitalist 
accumulation and the dispossession that follows in its wake.” (Li, 2007, p. 269). But are 
social assistance programs “a magic bullet for reducing poverty?” as Adato and Hoddinott 
(2007, p. 1) ask, or, are they “just another technical fix?” aimed at managing the political 
risks of social injustice in the global south (Devereux & McGregor, 2014, p. 297).  
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CCTs have certainly been shown to alleviate the worst effects of poverty and food 
insecurity by enabling households to meet immediate consumption needs and send 
children to school (Fiszbrin et al., 2014; Hanlon et al., 2010; Midgley, 2014). Few studies 
have been conducted to assess the longer-term impacts of Indonesia’s CCT (the PKH) on 
households and children. An April 2018 study investigating the cumulative effects of the 
PKH on households216 over six years from 2009 to 2016, found that cash transfers had not 
impacted on “beneficiaries’ current consumption, employment, or assets – suggesting that 
the additional help…does not transformatively reduce poverty for those currently on the 
program.” (Cahyadi et al., 2018, p. 27). Nevertheless, the researchers found that health 
and education benefits were evident in children: stunting was significantly reduced 
because of improved food nutrition and high school enrolment and completion had 
increased. This led the researchers to speculate that “an important part of the economic 
gains of CCTs likely could come from reductions in the intergenerational transmission of 
poverty.” (Cahyadi et al., 2018, p. 26).  
However, as Molyneux et al. (2016) point out, if social protection programmes are to 
be transformative, that is, enable people to escape poverty, rather than only ‘smooth 
consumption’, they would need to include measures that address the causes of poverty, 
including “empowering the poor to tackle oppressive social relations and treating poor 
people as citizens with rights, with a voice in programme design and implementation.” 
(Molyneux et al., 2016, p. 1088). Certainly, the Proxy Means Test process used by the 
state to select social assistance beneficiaries is widely viewed as unfair and opaque; and 
some participants in this study expressed the feelings that they had difficulty resolving 
grievances related to claiming state entitlements at hospital and in schools. At a village 
level, poor and vulnerable participants in this study expressed feelings of exclusion from 
planning and decision-making processes related to infrastructure and development 
projects. This was particularly evident in the fact that few poor participants knew how 
Village Law Funds were spent, and participants stated they had to be invited to attend the 
Annual Village Meeting (Musyawarah Desa), making it difficult to hold village officials 
to account. As White (2017) points out, “this raises questions about whether and how 
 
216 The study used “data from about 14,000 households in 360 sub-districts across Indonesia” (Cahyadi et al., 
2018, p. 1). In 2008 when the PKH was introduced “households received between 600,000 to 2,200,000 
Rupiah (approximately US$60 to $220) per year, with typical CCT conditions for children (pre-and post-natal 
care, deliveries with trained birth attendants, regular growth monitoring, immunizations, and enrolment and 
attendance of children in primary and junior secondary school.” (Cahyadi et al., 2018, p. 4). Similar health 
conditionalities for children are still in place in 2019, while students must achieve a minimum of 85 percent 
attendance at school (Kemsos, 2019b, p. 28).  
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ordinary citizens and particularly those on the wrong side of divides of class, gender and 
generation will get their needs and aspirations on the agenda of village government.” 
(White, 2017, p. 4). 
From the point of view of those already included in state social assistance programs 
like the PKH, there are some reasons to be encouraged. Qualitative evidence from this 
study suggests that conditionalities attached to cash transfers are starting to improve high 
school enrolment, attendance and reduce food insecurity, particularly in Cindaga. The 
KIP, when available and accessible also alleviates some household burdens and facilitates 
high school enrolments. Nevertheless, research findings tend to support the claim that 
“cash transfers are not a magic bullet, they do not work on their own. There must be 
schools and health posts and poor people must have access to them, as well as to land and 
jobs. But people must have at least enough money to take advantage of schools, health 
facilities and land.” (Hanlon et al., 2010, pp. 175-176).  
While critical, findings from this research suggests that even these are insufficient if 
social assistance is to be ‘transformative’ and enable disadvantaged youth to escape 
inherited vulnerabilities and precarity. As this research has demonstrated, schools must 
provide disadvantaged students quality education opportunities that lead to skills for 
attaining decent work. Work conditions must be fair, and decisions regarding access to 
rentable land, for example, should be open and transparent. Hospitals must provide 
equitable access to quality health treatments to poor patients, and individuals still require 
assistance to understand processes for accessing social assistance cards, including 
completing paperwork for identity cards and family cards. For young people in this study, 
these crucial, politically determined, elements are largely still missing, keeping them from 
realising their full potential and entitlements.  
7.4 Concluding Comments 
This thesis argues that poverty in upland Java is a multidimensional phenomenon, 
driven not only by economic deprivation, but also wider power relationships of age, socio-
economic class, and gender. Indonesia’s social assistance programs are certainly a critical 
step towards alleviating the effects of poverty, providing some much-needed financial 
support to poor and vulnerable households ‘lucky enough’ to be selected. Nevertheless, 
until they are complemented by accessible, effective social services (particularly health 
and education), supported by improved coordination between local and state mechanisms 
that provide institutional transparency and accountability, and labour market 
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improvements, evidence presented in chapters three to six of this study supports the 
argument that social assistance may well be ‘ameliorative band-aids’  (Prashad, 2013) or 
‘palliative’ (Koehler, 2011), rather than transformational. By themselves, current forms of 
social assistance “do not per se challenge basic economic and political power relations, 
…[nor]…fundamentally address…the absence of…long term productive employment that 
are the core causes of persistent vulnerabilities, poverty and socioeconomic insecurity.” 
(Koehler, 2011, p. 97). Thus, at this stage, it is uncertain whether social assistance 
programs will have lasting benefits for increasingly more formally educated vulnerable 
youth, pointing to the need for ongoing further research and longitudinal data (Molyneux 
et al., 2016, p. 1088).  
Through an in-depth exploration of the experiences of young people and their parents, 
this study has advanced the imperative for social protection in Indonesia “to be embedded 
within a much broader policy architecture” (Koehler, 2011, p. 101), including 
strengthening village governance arrangements to provide opportunity for ordinary 
citizens, young and old, male and female, to hold elected officials to account for the way 
Village Funds are spent, and for improving public services. Unquestionably, Indonesian 
state policy has turned its attention to social protection to reduce poverty. However, one 
of the most critical and urgent needs for young people, as this study has demonstrated, is 
to improve “domestic and regional policies towards generating sustained decent 
work…and fundamentally revamping…the informal sector.” (Koehler, 2011, p. 102). In 
Indonesia, and indeed globally, this, like the social protection system itself, continues to 
be a ‘work in progress’.  
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Appendix List of Cited Youth Interviewees 
No. 
Interview 
Number Pseudonym Sex Age Education Status 
Employment  
Status 
Marital 
Status 
Date 
Interviewed 
Place 
Interviewed 
1 K14 Yudi Male 19 Completed SMP Unemployed Single 20/07/2017 Kahawa 
2 K10 Zainal Male 24 Completed SD Sand labourer Married 17/07/2017 Kahawa 
3 K20 Anisa Female 15 Current SMA Kelas 
1 student 
Student  22/07/2017 Kahawa 
4 K09 Yusri Male 16 Current SMA Kelas 
2 student 
Student  16/07/2017 Kahawa 
5 K01 Rudi Male 20 Completed SMP 
Kelas 2 
Casual grass cutting 
(labourer) 
Single 13/07/2017 Kahawa 
6 K06 Muhammad Male 21 Rehabilitation 
Centre 
Unemployed Single 15/07/2017 Kahawa 
7 K18 Lukman Male 24 SMK Injured – unable to work as 
labourer. 
Single 22/07/2017 Kahawa 
8 K17 Siti Female 23 Did not finish SD Poultry egg farm worker Married 21/07/2017 Kahawa 
9 K21 Iyan Male 28 Completed SD Sand labourer Married 23/07/2017 Kahawa 
10 K15 Indra Male 21 Completed SMK Mechanic Single 20/07/2017 Kahawa 
11 K19 Nurul Female 26 Completed SMA Full time mother Married 22/07/2017 Kahawa 
12 K4 Mega Female 17 Current SMA Kelas 
3 student 
Student  15/07/2017 Kahawa 
13 K12 Murni Female 19 Completed SMK Underemployed Single 18/07/2017 Kahawa 
14 C13 Sati Female 15 Completed SMP Unemployed/helping 
parents at home. 
 05/07/2017 Cindaga 
Appendix   -   List of Cited Youth Interviewees 
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No. 
Interview 
Number Pseudonym Sex Age Education Status 
Employment  
Status 
Marital 
Status 
Date 
Interviewed 
Place 
Interviewed 
15 C07 Hendra Male 24 Completed SD Underemployed: fishing, 
sells entrance tickets, 
busking. 
Married 30/06/2017 Cindaga 
16 C17 Lara Female 22 Completed SD Fulltime mother (1 baby) Married 28/07/2017 Cindaga 
17 C09 Rita Female 21 Completed SMP Fulltime mother (2 
children). Helps mother 
with farm work. 
Married 04/07/2017 Cindaga 
18 C10 Budhi Male 27 Completed SMP Farm labourer Married 04/07/2017 Cindaga 
19 C18 Rusli Male 25 Completed SD Farmer (underemployed) Married 28/07/2017 Cindaga 
20 C15 Mawar Female 22 Completed SD Seamstress  Married 06/07/2017 Cindaga 
21 C08 Putri Female 21 Completed SD Various: Farmer, Farm 
labourer, warung trader. 
Married 30/06/2017 Cindaga 
22 C14 Iwan Male 28 Completed SD Farm labourer Married 06/07/2017 Cindaga 
23 C19 Ali Male 18 Completed SMP Farm labourer (helps on 
parents rented land) 
Single 29/07/2017 Cindaga 
24 C20 Rara Female 21 Completed SMP Fulltime mother (1 baby) Married 29/07/2017 Cindaga 
25 C03 Rendy Male 16 Did not finish SMP Carica fruit labourer – 
assists trader to deliver to 
market (underemployed) 
Single 21/06/2017 Cindaga 
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